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INTRODUCTION

Troy McConachy and Perry R. Hinton

The importance of fostering positive relationships between individuals from 
different cultural backgrounds has come to be recognized by an increasingly broad 
range of societal and educational institutions around the world, including NGOs, 
businesses and higher education institutions. This has led to a growing demand for 
education and training that focuses on how language, culture and psychological 
dynamics influence processes of communication and rapport management. 
While such educational provision should ideally reflect contemporary theoretical 
perspectives and recent empirical research on intercultural relations, this is not 
always the case. In fact, intercultural education and training are often reliant 
on models of culture that underplay the role of language in the negotiation of 
meaning and overemphasize taxonomies of national cultural differences (Dervin 
and Liddicoat 2013). This volume takes as its starting point the need for research 
and practice in intercultural education to be informed by multidisciplinary 
insights into intercultural relations that shed light on how individuals negotiate 
perceptions of self and other, construct common ground and build rapport. This 
entails a dynamic view of communication that recognizes both the centrality 
of linguistic interaction and the role of culturally constructed expectations and 
interpersonal perceptions in the negotiation of intercultural relations.

The volume is inspired by and is dedicated to Professor Helen Spencer-Oatey, 
whose work on linguistic politeness and rapport management has highlighted 
the theoretical and practical importance of integrating linguistic perspectives 
on intercultural interaction with social psychological theories of interpersonal 
relations. Spencer-Oatey has convincingly argued that understanding the role of 
language in intercultural relations requires close attention to how people perceive 
their relationships, how they interpret the significance of behaviours based on 
contextual expectations and how they evaluate each other as social and moral 
beings. While it is axiomatic in the field of pragmatics that context influences 
linguistic choices, Spencer-Oatey’s work has contributed significant insights into 
the question of how ‘people use information about interpersonal relations in the 
production and interpretation of language’ (Spencer-Oatey 1993: 27). How exactly 
do assumptions about interpersonal relations come into play in (intercultural) 
interaction? How does the cultural conceptualization of social roles, such as 
‘teacher’, ‘student’, ‘boss’, ‘subordinate’, shape expectations as to how people should 
behave and what interpersonal rights and obligations should be attended to? And 
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when individuals come to interactions with divergent contextual expectations, 
what consequences does this have for how relations are managed? Moreover, how 
do social categorizations of the other affect the way that communicative episodes 
are perceived?

Whereas much work on the topic of politeness in the field of pragmatics had 
focused on speaker intentionality and how individuals consider the context when 
making linguistic decisions, Spencer-Oatey argued for more attention to how 
interactants interpret and evaluate language use. Much of her early work, inspired 
by her many years living in China and her vast international project experience, 
compared British and Chinese perceptions of interactional episodes and specifically 
probed the conceptualization of roles such as ‘tutor’ and ‘student’ in a university 
context, including her PhD thesis completed in 1992 at Lancaster University. In this 
and subsequent publications (e.g. Spencer-Oatey 1996), Spencer-Oatey challenged 
pragmatics researchers to recognize the potential for cultural variability in how role 
relations and dimensions of interpersonal relations are conceptualized. She argued that 
terms used to conceptualize the vertical and horizontal dimensions of interpersonal 
relations such as ‘power’, ‘distance’, ‘authority’ and ‘solidarity’ are subject to cultural 
interpretation, and therefore much care is needed when attempting to operationalize 
them in intercultural research. This is an issue that is also highly relevant to Jiayi 
Wang’s chapter in this volume, which looks at how Chinese postgraduate students 
studying in the UK perceive their relationships with academic staff and how they 
attempt to manage these relationships through email communications.

The key insight that contextual expectations and evaluations of behaviour are 
intertwined with cultural understandings of role relations strengthened Spencer-
Oatey’s conviction concerning the value of triangulating context-sensitive 
linguistic analysis with social perception data to understand how participants 
themselves view their interactions and relationships (see Spencer-Oatey and Xing 
2003). At a theoretical level, it also signalled the need to further connect linguistic 
theories with social psychological perspectives on interpersonal relations. 
Spencer-Oatey’s subsequent studies on intercultural interaction demonstrated 
that the interpersonal sensitivities that impact on (intercultural) interaction go 
beyond the ‘face threatening acts’ discussed within Brown and Levinson’s theory 
of politeness. She therefore argued for the need to look at linguistic interaction 
within the broader framework of ‘rapport management’ and to further probe 
the interpersonal sensitivities that shape how rapport is established, maintained 
and threatened (Spencer-Oatey 2000). Spencer-Oatey and Franklin (2009: 102) 
define rapport in terms of ‘people’s subjective perceptions of (dis)harmony, 
smoothness-turbulence and warmth-antagonism in interpersonal relations’. In 
this sense, rapport depends on the perceived quality of relationships and how 
these are dynamically shaped and negotiated on the basis of mutual interpretation 
and evaluation of (linguistic) behaviour in context. The approach to intercultural 
relations in this volume resonates strongly with this perspective.

As explained in a number of chapters in this volume, Spencer-Oatey (2000, 
2008) proposed that rapport is influenced by the potential for (linguistic) actions 
not only to be ‘face threatening’ but also to infringe on interactants’ sense of 
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sociality rights or challenge their interactional goals. Contra Brown and Levinson 
(1987), face threats relate to both individuals’ perceptions of their personal qualities 
and their social affiliations and identities. Sociality rights relate to how individuals 
perceive social entitlements related to equity (cost-benefit; autonomy-imposition) 
and association (interactional involvement-detachment; affective involvement-
detachment). Interactional goals relate to potential clashes in when and how 
individuals orient towards task or relationship in their interactions, as well as when 
individuals seek to prioritize different tasks or different relational characteristics. In 
terms of looking at the ‘quality’ of relationships, rapport management theory (e.g. 
Spencer-Oatey 2008) highlights two subtly distinctive dimensions: smoothness-
turbulence and warmth-antagonism. These dimensions of rapport are not to be 
understood as dichotomies but rather as continua, as all relationships experience 
smoothness, turbulence, warmth and antagonism to varying degrees at different 
times. Considering relational smoothness-turbulence alone would clearly be 
insufficient, as one could envisage communicative encounters and relationships 
that show no overt signs of problems but nevertheless involve one or more parties 
feeling powerless to resist manipulation or oppressive conditions imposed by the 
other. It is useful, therefore, that the definition of rapport above incorporates a 
focus on warmth-antagonism which helps capture situations in which one party 
is perceived to be acting in a hostile or otherwise detrimental way towards the 
other. This is illustrated in Holmes’s chapter in this volume, which applies rapport 
management theory to the analysis of microaggressions in workplace interaction.

Recently, Spencer-Oatey and Kádár (2021) have argued that the potential 
for relations to be enhanced or harmed is largely dependent on the evaluative 
judgements that are generated when (communicative) behaviours breach an 
individual’s normalcy threshold (see also Spencer-Oatey and Xing 2019). That is, 
when behaviours challenge individuals’ assumptions about appropriate behaviour 
shaped by their cultural experiences, there is greater likelihood that evaluations of 
behaviours will be converted into negative interpersonal evaluations of individuals 
or even entire cultural groups. This does not mean that all behaviour that deviates 
from expectations will necessarily be viewed negatively but that it is likely to initiate 
an evaluation process in which the relevant behaviour and the individual involved 
are subject to evaluation. As discussed in Wang and McConachy’s respective 
chapters in this volume, this perspective on evaluation connects linguistic theories 
of context and politeness with work on norms, values and moral reasoning in 
social psychology and moral psychology.

One crucial issue in Spencer-Oatey’s work is how culture influences the bases 
of rapport. Spencer-Oatey’s approach to culture has emphasized the coexistence 
of both regularity and variation in terms of the norms, values and communicative 
patterns that are salient within social groups. Spencer-Oatey and Kádár (2021: 5) 
explain that ‘[s]ocial group memberships and socialization lead to cultural identities 
and cultural patterning, which in turn influence or frame the bases on which 
participants make evaluative judgments of other individuals and their behavior’. 
Thus, the position here is not that all individuals from the same (national) cultural 
background will necessarily have exactly the same contextual expectations and 
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notions of normative behaviour but that the interpretative strategies brought to 
bear on situations will inevitably be informed by broad frameworks of meaning 
(referred to as ‘cultural patterning’ by Spencer-Oatey and Kádár) derived from 
socialization as a cultural being. Many of the chapters in this book also align 
with the position that the influence of culture on intercultural interaction is 
highly dependent on the context of communication, the social identities that are 
perceived to be relevant and how individuals themselves position themselves vis-
à-vis the other as cultural beings. This underscores the necessity of understanding 
how cultural norms and perceptions of social and cultural identities (including 
linguistic and interactional norms) are negotiated both in the micro context 
of interpersonal interaction and in the macro sociocultural context. As will be 
explained further, Parts I and II address these respective foci.

Aims and organization of the volume

Mirroring Helen Spencer-Oatey’s multidisciplinary intercultural research and her 
commitment to intercultural education, this volume aims to provide researchers, 
educational practitioners and advanced students in the fields of intercultural 
communication and intercultural education with insights into the dynamic 
and negotiated nature of intercultural relations informed by current theoretical 
perspectives and empirical research in linguistics, psychology and intercultural 
education.

Chapters in Part I, ‘Linguistic and Interactional Insights into Intercultural 
Relations’, represent recent perspectives on intercultural relations within 
sociolinguistics, cross-cultural pragmatics and intercultural pragmatics. Over 
the last ten years, there has been a surge of interest in these fields concerning 
the role that language plays in the negotiation of interpersonal and intercultural 
relationships, particularly in terms of how and why individuals perceive linguistic 
actions as (im)polite, (in)appropriate and so on (e.g. Culpeper, Haugh and Kádár 
2017; Spencer-Oatey and Xing 2019; Spencer-Oatey and Wang 2019). Chapters 
in this part address different ways in which intercultural relations are established, 
negotiated or threatened through the use of linguistic patterns and interactional 
behaviours anchored in assumptions about social relationships and contextual 
expectations. All chapters demonstrate the central role of contextual expectations 
in how linguistic acts are perceived and explore the implications of potential 
mismatches in expectations for the evaluation of others and their effective 
participation in the workplace, university and broader societal contexts. These 
chapters also highlight the close interplay between linguistic interaction and social 
perceptions both in the sense that linguistic choices reflect how social affiliations 
are perceived and in the sense that linguistic choices themselves have a significant 
impact on how individuals come to be positioned with respect to individual 
and group identities in the course of interaction. Each chapter concludes with 
implications that can inform the work of those who seek to support intercultural 
relations and social integration in different contexts.
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Chapter 1, by Michael Haugh and Wei-Lin Melody Chang, looks at the 
phenomenon of ‘(dis)agreeability’ in initial interactions between local Australian 
students and Taiwanese international students at a university in Australia. While 
there has been much research on speech acts and interactional routines in the field 
of pragmatics, it has been only relatively recently that attention has turned towards 
initial intercultural interactions. In this chapter, the authors look at the expression 
of disagreement in relation to prior assessments of situations or persons within 
initial interactions, noting apparent divergence in interactional strategies between 
the two nationality groups. The analysis shows that within their dataset, Australian 
students tended to back down from their initial assessments when these were 
followed by disagreement from the interlocutor, whereas Taiwanese participants 
did not. The authors argue that these patterns reflect different orientations towards 
the need for agreeability in getting acquainted. The chapter contributes to the 
relative lack of research on the linguistic and interactional processes by which 
new interpersonal relationships are established in internationalized educational 
environments and how initial interactions in particular function as a gateway to 
relationship formation and social integration.

Connecting with Spencer-Oatey’s notion of a ‘rapport-challenge orientation’, 
Chapter 2, authored by Janet Holmes, applies rapport management theory to 
the analysis of microaggression in the New Zealand workplace. The concept 
of microaggression has attracted increasing attention in critical approaches 
to intercultural relations. In this chapter, Holmes argues that the analysis of 
microaggressions has the potential to expose taken-for-granted presuppositions 
about normative behaviour and how majority group members can (inadvertently) 
position individuals from minority backgrounds as deficient with respect to 
hegemonic cultural and gender norms (the culture order and the gender order). 
Utilizing an interactional sociolinguistics approach within a social constructionist 
framework, the chapter analyses a number of extracts drawn from the Language 
in the Workplace Project corpus, particularly examining instances of ‘othering’ 
humour and their relevance to the notion of ‘belonging’. Holmes argues that 
rapport management theory offers valuable insights into the potential effects of 
microaggression on individuals in the workplace, particularly in terms of how 
comments from co-workers and superiors can threaten migrant workers’ quality 
face and social identity face, thereby making it more difficult for them to establish 
themselves as competent workers in a new society. The chapter concludes with 
consideration of implications for employers, colleagues and those supporting new 
migrants.

Chapter 3, by Carolin Debray, addresses the importance and difficulty of 
negotiating common ground in establishing rapport in work relations by examining 
interactions and relationships of a multinational student team completing an MBA 
from an ethnographic and linguistic perspective. Although the topic of common 
ground has been well researched in (cognitive) pragmatics from the viewpoint of 
how individuals create grounds for mutual understanding, the focus here is on 
the affiliative side of common ground. This chapter looks at interactions within 
the team where narratives of belonging and common ground became salient. It 
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shows that the positioning of the group as a ‘diverse’ one actually worked against 
the deepening of relations, as it led team members to assume lack of common 
ground. This manifested in different ways during team meeting discussions. 
Common ground was mostly negotiated and enacted around their shared work 
but only rarely around any aspect of their lives, interests and experiences beyond 
their immediate context, thus limiting the amount of additional common ground 
constructed in the team and their sense of having something in common. Even 
more, the successful negotiation of emergent common ground in interactions 
(Kecskes 2014) did not lead to an increased perception of common ground 
more broadly. The chapter argues that institutional framings of diversity and the 
common discourse of ‘culture-as-difference’ can make individuals blind to the 
commonalities that they share and therefore constitute a barrier to intercultural 
relations.

In Chapter 4, Jiayi Wang looks at the management of intercultural relations from 
the viewpoint of email communications between students and staff in a British 
university context. Following on from previous research which has suggested that 
university staff can find student request emails to be impolite, this chapter examines 
how Chinese students build interpersonal relationships with professors through 
email. It reports on a study which utilized Spencer-Oatey’s rapport management 
and evaluation framework to compare Chinese students’ request emails with those 
of British students collected over a year and analysed the email writers’ reflections 
as well as the ways that British and Chinese respondents’ evaluated 345 authentic 
emails in focus group interviews. The results suggest some differences in rapport-
building strategies between the two groups and contrasting perceptions of 
intercultural rapport and rapport-building strategies. Specifically, when making 
requests to academic staff, Chinese students appeared to make more frequent use 
of small talk, greetings and formal address terms than the British students. This was 
linked to the view that building rapport was an important interactional goal and 
that longer emails are more polite than shorter emails. However, the lengthiness of 
emails tended to be perceived in negative terms by British respondents, who also 
commented that use of formal address terms was awkward and unnecessary. This 
chapter ends with a call for academic staff members and faculty administrators 
to be aware that seemingly unconventional email strategies may be international 
students’ best attempts to build positive rapport rather than indicating a lack of 
English-language proficiency or cultural fluency.

Chapters in Part II, ‘Examining Key Psychological Concepts in Intercultural 
Relations’, present recent theoretical perspectives in social psychology and 
cross-cultural psychology that challenge long-standing assumptions about key 
elements in intercultural relations, including stereotypes, national values and 
processes of acculturation. These chapters consider psychological processes 
within a sociocultural and relational perspective and thus offer insights into 
the psychological dynamics that influence how individuals form and maintain 
meaningful relational connections. Western academic psychology has traditionally 
sought explanations of social behaviour in terms of individual psychology rather 
than culture. It has examined consistency of behaviour across different contexts 
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– typically using experimental methods – in its focus on internal determinants 
of behaviour, such as personality. Inconsistency across contexts has tended to be 
problematic for such an approach. However, the contributors in this section – all 
psychologists – have sought to examine the different ways in which culture impacts 
on aspects of cognition and behaviour. Thus, for example, a person’s actions in a 
particular situation can be influenced by their learnt expectations of appropriate 
behaviour in terms of the norms of their culture. These cultural expectations 
can lead to stereotypical views of other cultures (Chapter 5), the essentialization 
of other cultures (Chapter 6) or the assumption that acculturation primarily 
concerns the minority group (Chapter 7). This cultural approach to psychology 
resonates with Spencer-Oatey’s work on intercultural communication, which has 
demonstrated the importance of cultural factors, such as norms and moral values, 
in the way in which people make sense of the behaviour of others in intercultural 
contexts (Spencer-Oatey and Franklin 2009; Spencer-Oatey and Xing 2019).

In Chapter 5, Perry Hinton challenges the traditional view of stereotypes as 
cognitive errors and argues that stereotypes emerge from the social structure of 
a society, with members of a culture learning the generalizations related to the 
social position and normative behaviour of the different social groups within it. He 
argues that to explain the formation (and use of) a stereotype we need to ask the 
following question: Why do the members of one group employ this generalization 
(stereotype) about the members of another group? Hinton’s model proposes that a 
stereotype is a cultural representation that arises from the culture of the group of 
people who use it and is employed for an ideological purpose. When people from 
one cultural group encounter people from another culture, with different norms 
and values, they may interpret them in stereotypical terms. In Hinton’s model this 
is not due to mental error but is an interpretation of another culture through the 
lens of one’s own cultural expectations and belief systems. Thus, in intercultural 
encounters, differences in norms and values can lead to both the misunderstanding 
and negative stereotyping of members of another culture. Consequently, in 
order to overcome these issues, when negotiating intercultural encounters, it is 
important to be aware of the cultural expectations of the other culture, in terms of 
their norms and stereotypes, to understand their framework of interpretation of 
the encounter. At the same time, it is important not to impose one’s own cultural 
expectations of normative behaviour (stereotypes) on to members of another 
culture, with different norms and expectations.

In Chapter 6, Ron Fischer examines, in a number of studies, the perception 
of differences in values of different cultures by people in New Zealand. Previous 
research has shown that people tend to overestimate the differences in values 
between cultures – with behavioural differences between cultures often attributed 
to underlying value differences. This can lead to an essentializing of cultural 
differences that ignores the cultural – that is normative – influences on behaviour, 
in a focus on psychological qualities (values). Fischer’s research examines the 
overestimation of cultural values by his participants, who were asked to estimate 
the differences in values between people of different countries on fifteen key 
values, shown to be relevant in previous studies. In support of his hypothesis, 
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the participants overestimated the differences in values compared to a large-scale 
survey of cultural values. However, there was a tendency for the overestimation 
to be lower for participants with greater intercultural experience, indicating a 
more accurate perception of differences in values. Fischer argues that developing 
essentialist beliefs about other cultures reduces uncertainty and provides 
expectations about the members of those cultures. In support of this view, an 
experimental manipulation evoking uncertainty did result in greater levels of 
cultural essentialism compared to a control condition. In a final study examining 
participants’ interpretation of a number of intercultural scenarios, the uncertainty 
hypothesis was supported by behaviour being interpreted in terms of the culture of 
the actor. Fischer suggests that the overestimation of differences in cultural values 
may result from cultural essentialism, as an uncertainty reduction mechanism, in 
interpreting behaviour in intercultural contexts.

Chapter 7, by Katharina Lefringhausen, challenges dominant trends in 
acculturation research by arguing for the importance of recognizing a two-way 
acculturation process. The traditional view of the acculturation processes has 
focused exclusively on the members of a minority group adapting to the majority 
group. For example, previous research has argued that an integration strategy, 
of adopting aspects of the majority culture while maintaining one’s own cultural 
heritage, does result in successful acculturation for minority group members in a 
society where cultural diversity is supported (Berry 2017). Lefringhausen argues 
that this focus has created an imbalance in intercultural education. Integration by 
minority group members has been encouraged by professionals and educators, 
with a more generalized promotion of tolerance and openness to majority group 
members, to produce intercultural competence. This approach is challenged by 
Lefringhausen, who argues for a shift in focus towards a two-way acculturation 
process. Based on her globalization-based proximal-acculturation approach, 
Lefringhausen critiques the traditional view and presents her own research 
findings that demonstrate – in the examination of acculturation as a two-way 
process – that majority group members can benefit (in terms of intercultural 
relations) by adopting aspects of the minority culture. However, and crucially, 
Lefringhausen introduces power relations into intercultural adaptation, a factor 
that is often ignored in studies of acculturation. Finally, by employing her two-
way acculturation model, she examines different acculturation strategies, and their 
consequences, which provides a clear direction for intercultural educators.

Part III of this volume, ‘Learning to Negotiate Intercultural Relations in a 
Pedagogic Context’, takes inspiration from Spencer-Oatey’s commitment to 
designing and implementing innovative intercultural training and consultancy for 
business and academia built upon relevant research insights from a wide range 
of areas including but not limited to linguistic pragmatics, social psychology, 
intercultural business communication, intercultural management studies and 
internationalization of higher education. Chapters in this part consider different 
approaches to integrating linguistic and relational insights into the theory and 
practice of intercultural education, specifically in contexts such as intercultural 
training and language education so as to enhance learners’ capacity for reflecting 
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on and evaluating intercultural encounters. The chapters are united in their 
consideration of the role of linguistic action in intercultural relationships and 
how educators can meaningfully engage learners in exploration of the contextual 
expectations surrounding language use and how these shape processes of meaning-
making and interpersonal evaluation.

In Chapter 8, Sophie Reissner-Roubicek considers how intercultural training 
course design and intercultural training materials can incorporate insights 
from linguistic-pragmatic studies that address core linguistic and interactional 
dimensions of relating across cultures. While there has been much interest in 
promoting effective teamwork in business and education, attempts to understand 
the role of culture in teamwork dynamics have tended to rely on perception studies 
involving international team members rather than to linguistic-pragmatic studies. 
This chapter first presents an up-to-date review of research that helps delineate 
the links between small talk, turn-taking, rapport and trust to explain how these 
concepts are intertwined in intercultural relations. In line with calls for non-
essentialist approaches to intercultural training design and implementation, the 
chapter then discusses a number of intercultural training activities which take 
an inductive approach to dismantling assumptions about cultural differences. 
The activities are geared towards giving training participants relevant tools and 
concepts to unpack the interactional challenges of intercultural teamworking and, 
importantly, promote understanding of the reciprocal impact of their own and 
others’ communication.

Chapter 9, authored by Willis Edmondson, Juliane House and Dániel Kádár, 
focuses on culturally variable linguistic expressions called ritual frame indicating 
expressions (RFIEs) that can give rise to intercultural misunderstandings and 
also be difficult for language learners to grapple with. RFIEs tend to have a 
conventionalized relationship with common speech acts such as requesting or 
apologizing and can take the form of seemingly simple words such as ‘please’ or 
‘sorry’. Despite their seeming simplicity, the authors argue that the interpretation 
and use of RFIEs depend on the ability to recognize the ‘standard situations’ 
associated with their use, which can differ across linguacultures. Drawing on 
their own corpus-based research, the authors identify a number of important 
differences in RFIEs used to Request and Apologize between English and Chinese. 
They then introduce two procedures through which researchers and teachers 
can identify difficulties that certain groups of learners of English may face due 
to cross-linguistic differences in RFIEs. The authors conclude by underscoring 
the importance of more classroom-based research, which investigates learners’ 
awareness of RFIEs and the need for more pedagogical development around these 
subtle linguistic features which can help learners build and maintain intercultural 
relations.

The final chapter, authored by Troy McConachy, takes as its starting point the 
need for a stronger emphasis on learners’ own subjective evaluations of linguistic 
behaviours in the theory and practice of pragmatics teaching and intercultural 
education more broadly. The author argues that both of these fields have tended 
to adopt a deficit perspective on intercultural relations in which deviation 
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from the norms of particular communities of speakers is likely to bring about 
misunderstandings and other negative relational outcomes. This gives rise to forms 
of education and training, which overemphasize static linguistic/pragmatic norms 
and taxonomies of cultural difference. The author calls for a shift in the ‘evaluative 
lens’ in these fields which entails a shift away from focusing on ‘behaviours’ as 
the cause of problems and instead involves a focus on how individuals react at an 
emotional level to behaviours which contravene their expectations. In practical 
terms, this means moving away from the view that other people ‘cause’ us to have 
particular reactions and instead means zooming in on the nature of our reactions 
to others so that these can be mindfully explored. The chapter discusses work on 
interpersonal evaluation in the field of pragmatics and moral psychology, paying 
particular attention to Spencer-Oatey and Kádár’s (2021) evaluation model. It then 
presents some potential pedagogical applications of this model which could be 
used in language and intercultural education to develop learners’ awareness of the 
role of moral emotions in the negative assessment of interpersonal behaviours.

The volume finishes with personal reflections by Vladimir Žegarac and Peter 
Franklin, who have both collaborated with Helen Spencer-Oatey over many years.

As a whole, the chapters in this volume present a dynamic view of intercultural 
relations which emphasizes the centrality of the interactive negotiation of meaning 
and the psychological dynamics which shape perceptions of others. They challenge 
intercultural researchers and educators to move beyond taxonomies of cultural 
difference to recognize the context-sensitivity of behaviour and how culturally 
shaped perceptions of self and other are instrumental in how relationships are 
established, maintained and threatened. Such a view resonates strongly with 
Helen Spencer-Oatey’s own approach to intercultural research and her approach 
to promoting intercultural understanding throughout her career.
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hapter C 1

(DIS)AGREEABILITY IN INTERCULTURAL FIRST 
CONVERSATIONS AMONG AUSTRALIAN AND 

TAIWANESE UNIVERSITY STUDENTS

Michael Haugh and Wei-Lin Melody Chang

Introduction

The rapid increase in the number of students studying abroad over the past decade 
is often framed as an opportunity to internationalize the educational experiences 
of local – otherwise known as home or domestic – students. However, studies 
of interactions between local and international students, both inside and outside 
formal classes, indicate that the benefits of internationalization are yet to be fully 
realized (Spencer-Oatey and Dauber 2019a, b). Research indicates that local 
and international students do not appear to mix together easily (Dunne 2009; 
Spencer-Oatey and Dauber 2017; Wright and Schartner 2013), and this tendency 
does not appear to significantly improve over time (Groeppel-Klein, Germelmann 
and Glaum 2010; Rienties and Nolan 2014). The perceived barriers to more free-
flowing interaction between local and international students are usually traced 
to difficulties with language and communication (on the part of international 
students), and to a lack of common background or interests (between local and 
international students) (Gareis 2012; Sovic 2009).

Overcoming such barriers is not, however, straightforward. International 
students need to not only navigate the challenges of familiarizing themselves with 
local norms of interaction both inside and outside the classroom (Arkoudis et al. 
2013; Haugh 2016), but at the same time negotiate complex hybrid identities for 
themselves vis-à-vis other (local and international) students, staff in universities, 
and members of the local community more broadly (Haugh 2008; Marginson 
2014). A clear understanding of these dynamics is hampered, in turn, by the fact 
that there is very little research, as Spencer-Oatey (2018) points out, which focuses 
on social integration itself in intercultural settings, that is, the ‘process through 
which individuals develop and increasingly exercise capacities for interpersonal 
connectedness and citizenship’ (p. 302). This is arguably due, in part, to the 
way in which research on intercultural communication has tended to focus on 
misunderstanding, offence and conflict, and largely neglected the processes by 
which interpersonal and professional relationships are initiated and established in 
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(Dis)agreeability in Intercultural First Conversations

intercultural settings (Spencer-Oatey and Kádár 2021; Spencer-Oatey and Wang 
2020).

Studies of social integration in intercultural settings which have been 
undertaken demonstrate that initial interactions act as a key gateway, and thus 
a potential barrier, to the subsequent development of intercultural relationships 
(Spencer-Oatey and Xing 1998, 2019; Li, Zhu and Li 2001; Zhu 2011). Greetings, 
for instance, while appearing at first glance to involve simple everyday routines, 
have been highlighted as posing significant challenges for international students 
(Spencer-Oatey 2018). Notably, in Spencer-Oatey’s (2018) study, international 
students also reported they had difficulties continuing these initial conversations 
with local students.

Studies of initial interactions reveal that they involve assemblages of recurrent 
sequential practices (Haugh and Carbaugh 2015; Svennevig 1999). However, 
there have been few studies that examine them in intercultural settings (Haugh 
and Sinkeviciute 2021). Heeding Spencer-Oatey’s (2011, 2013) call for a greater 
focus on relational dimensions of intercultural communication, and the various 
norms that underpin those interactions (Spencer-Oatey and Xing 2019), in the 
current study we report on an analysis of initial interactions (in English) between 
Australian (local) students and Taiwanese (international) students. We focus, in 
particular, on instances in which participants disagree with prior assessments 
(i.e. valenced evaluations of other people, actions, situations or events). This 
focus on disagreement is motivated by prior studies of initial interactions among 
(Australian and British) speakers of English that have found participants orient 
to a preference for agreeability in such settings (Flint, Haugh and Merrison 2019; 
Haugh 2015). A focus on disagreements in first conversations between Australian 
and Taiwanese students thus enables us to explore the role of the claimed preference 
for agreeability in intercultural settings.

We begin, in the following section, with a brief overview of research to date on 
first conversations in intercultural settings and the role of sociopragmatic norms 
in those initial encounters. We then introduce our data and method, in the third 
section, before reporting, in the next section, on our analysis of how the Australian 
and Taiwanese participants respond to disagreements with prior assessments in 
first conversations. In the fifth section, we discuss the implications of our study 
for the analysis of intercultural encounters. We conclude by considering the 
implications of our analysis for the study of social integration in international 
education more broadly.

Intercultural first conversations and sociopragmatic norms

Initial interactions, which involve talking with people we have not previously met 
before, occur in various different settings. These range from fleeting encounters with 
strangers in public settings, to brief introductions in social or professional settings, 
through to more extended first conversations between previously unacquainted 
persons. While there have been a limited number of studies of introductions in 
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fleeting first encounters in professional and social settings (Kretzenbacher et al. 
2020; Rehbein and Fienemann 2004), studies of initial interactions in intercultural 
settings have largely focused to date on analysing more extended focused 
encounters between two or more previously unacquainted participants, or what 
are also known as first conversations (Svennevig 2014).1

Studies of intercultural first conversations have examined openings (Haugh 
2022; Haugh and Chang 2022; Jenks 2009; Kecskes 2019), self-disclosures (Strambi 
and Tudini 2020), topic talk (Nao 2015) and laughter (Bushnell 2020), in L1–L2 
and L2–L2 interactions in English, Japanese and Italian, across a range of different 
modalities, including face-to-face and video-mediated interactions, as well as text-
based settings. A key finding across these studies is that participants draw from 
recurrent sets of practices for opening and progressing first conversations, and 
hold other participants accountable for (perceived) deviations from the expected 
formats and sequential patterns that constitute these practices (Haugh 2022).

In recent work, for instance, Kecskes (2019) examines the openings of 
intercultural first conversations between speakers of English as a lingua franca. 
He argues that while participants in intracultural first encounters draw on 
‘prefabricated routines that are recalled automatically, subconsciously in the given 
frame’ (Kecskes 2019: 118–19), in intercultural first conversations, openings are 
‘co-constructed by the interlocutors based on their prior experience with their 
own L1 culture, limited experience with the target language and culture (any inner 
circle varieties of English) and the assessment of the actual situational context’ (p. 
114). In other words, while there are recurrent practices which participants can 
draw on in opening and progressing first conversations, in intercultural settings 
participants also sometimes face marked choices – conscious, subconscious 
or otherwise – about whether they orient to L1 or L2 norms, or in some cases 
localized norms that are co-constructed on the fly by those participants (Haugh 
and Chang 2022; Jenks 2009; Kecskes 2019). Notably, whether these choices 
are implicitly negotiated (Haugh and Chang 2022) or explicitly contested by 
those participants (Jenks 2009), they invariably draw on (perceived) norms of 
interaction. The question in the case of intercultural interaction, then, is whose 
norms of interaction are we talking about?

The role of norms in intercultural interactions has long been debated, but in 
recent years the focus has shifted from claims about broad cultural norms to a 
more nuanced examination of how cultural norms are realized across different 
contexts (Lefringhausen, Spencer-Oatey and Debray 2019; Spencer-Oatey, 
Lefringhausen and Debray 2019; Spencer-Oatey and Wang 2020). These activity- 
or situation-specific cultural norms have generally been studied through the 
lens of sociopragmatic norms (McConachy 2019; McConachy and Spencer-
Oatey 2021). While a distinction between what people think should be done 
(prescriptive or injunctive norms) and what is typically done (descriptive or 
empirical norms) has long been drawn across a range of disciplines (e.g. Burgoon 
and Ebesu Hubbard 2005; Cialdini, Reno and Kallgren 1990; Deutsch and Gerard 
1955), what distinguishes sociopragmatic norms is that they explicitly link the 
two. As Culpeper and Haugh (2021) suggest, ‘sociopragmatic norms of language 
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use are grounded in the presumption that what is usually or typically done is what 
should be regarded as good or proper’ (p. 326). In other words, sociopragmatic 
norms link situationally specific ways of behaving with ways of thinking about and 
evaluating that conduct (Spencer-Oatey and Xing 2019).

First conversations are arguably a particularly fruitful site for examining 
sociopragmatic norms, as they are accomplished in recognizably recurrent 
ways, and participants orient to deviations from these practices or routines as 
accountable matters (Haugh 2022). In addition, the entire record of interaction 
between the parties involved in first conversations is on-record, and thus open to 
inspection by analysts (Haugh and Carbaugh 2015), in contrast to other types of 
interaction in which prior relational history of participants can remain somewhat 
opaque.

Prior research in conversation analysis (CA) and sociopragmatics on first 
conversations in intracultural settings, for instance, has found that participants 
recurrently orient to a preference for ‘comity’ (Schneider 1988) or ‘agreeability’ 
in those initial interactions (Flint, Haugh and Merrison 2019; Haugh 2015).2 
Agreeability is accomplished not simply through agreement and positive evaluations 
of others (Schneider 1988), but also through seeking safe topics (Svennevig 1999), 
deploying pre-topical sequences to establish category memberships of their 
co-participants before offering any negative evaluations of any categories (Maynard 
and Zimmerman 1984), treating the taking of offence as a delicate social action 
(Haugh 2015), and avoiding or mitigating potential or emergent disagreements 
by subsequently accomplishing (at least partial) agreement on some aspect of a 
prior disagreeable via extended justificatory accounts (Flint, Haugh and Merrison 
2019).

As Pomerantz and Heritage (2013) note, however, preference principles are both 
culturally and situationally specific. The question, then, is whether the observed 
preference for agreeability in initial interactions among speakers of English 
can be observed in intercultural first conversations as well. In the remainder of 
this chapter, we report on a case study examining the accomplishment of (dis)
agreeability in first conversations between Australian speakers of English and 
Taiwanese speakers of Mandarin Chinese.

Data and method

The primary data set examined in this study consists of recordings of twelve 
first conversations between Australian and Taiwanese undergraduate students 
enrolled at an Australian university who had not previously met.3 The students 
were recruited from a range of degree programmes through a snowball sampling 
technique, with Taiwanese (international) students enrolled in courses in 
International English and Australian (local) students enrolled in courses in 
Chinese, invited to recruit further participants by the first and second author, 
respectively. All of the participants consented to taking part in the research and 
having their conversations recorded. The participants were given a broad brief 
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that the study was about communication, and they were not given any specific 
instructions beyond being told that they were free to talk about whatever they 
wished for around fifteen minutes. The actual interactions varied in length from 
13 and a half minutes to 18 minutes in length, with a total of 186 minutes of 
interaction recorded and then transcribed in full (approximately 36,000 words). 
Seven Australian students (four female; three male) and seven Taiwanese students 
(three female; four male) between the age of eighteen and twenty-two participated 
in the interactions, with six of those students participating in more than one first 
conversation. Eight of the first conversations involved same-gender pairings (three 
female–female; five male–male), while four involved mixed-gender pairings (i.e. 
female–male).

The focus of the analysis reported in this chapter is on exploring the extent to 
which participants in these intercultural first conversations can be observed to be 
orienting to the preference for agreeability that has been identified in previous 
studies (Flint, Haugh and Merrison 2019; Haugh 2015; Schneider 1988). We thus 
began by first identifying instances of assessments (Pomerantz 1984) in the data 
set, that is, instances in which participants explicitly evaluated persons, objects, 
states of affairs or situations on some kind of valenced scale (e.g. good–bad, like–
hate, easy–difficult, interesting–boring). In prior conversation-analytic studies 
of assessments in English, it has been claimed assessments prefer agreement and 
that disagreement is dispreferred (Pomerantz 1984). However, in recent work on 
interactions among Chinese speakers of English (Zhu 2014a) and Mandarin (Zhu 
2014b), it has been suggested that strong disagreements are not in fact dispreferred.4 
We were thus particularly interested to find cases in these first conversations in 
which participants disagreed or disaffiliated with a prior assessment.

In the following example, for instance, Joshua (an Australian local student) is 
describing the courses he studies to Peter (a Taiwanese international student).5

 (1) AusTaiw011: 1:08
01 J:   business statistics which I- which is
02  -> °really hard° hhhe
03    (0.6)
04 P: -> it’s alright Hhhhe

In this excerpt, we can observe that when Joshua describes business statistics as 
‘really hard’ (line 2), Peter disagrees by claiming, ‘it’s alright’ (line 4).

This example of disagreement with a prior assessment appears, at first glance, 
to deviate from the preference for agreeability. Our initial noticing when we more 
closely examined such examples, however, was not that Australian or Taiwanese 
participants are more (or less) likely to disagree with prior assessments, but 
rather that they appear to respond differently to such instances of disaffiliation. 
Building on an interactional pragmatics approach (Arundale 2010; Haugh 2012), 
which places emphasis on analysing pragmatic phenomena in their sequential 
context, we therefore assembled a collection of assessments which were followed 
by disagreeing or disaffiliative assessments. We then carefully examined what 
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subsequently happened following those disagreements. In other words, our 
analytical focus here is on carefully examining how Australian and Taiwanese 
participants respond to disagreements with assessments in first conversations.

Disaffiliative responses to assessments in intercultural first conversations

Assessments have been observed (in English) to invite agreement from 
co-participants, and disagreements with prior assessments are therefore treated 
as dispreferred (Pomerantz 1984; Stivers and Rossano 2010). How participants 
respond to instances in which disagreements do arise, then, is arguably relationally 
sensitive. In this section, we discuss instances in which participants disagree with a 
prior assessment by their co-participant, focusing, in particular, on the subsequent 
responses of both participants to that (potentially) disaffiliative moment.

One distinct sequential pattern that emerged in the course of our analysis 
was that Australian participants invariably back down from their original first 
assessment in subsequent talk when their Taiwanese co-participants disagree or 
disaffiliate with their initial assessment. This recurrently unfolds over the course 
of three actions:

 1. Assessment: a valenced evaluation of a person/party, object or situa-
tion

 2. Disagreement: a counter-assessment or disaffiliative response to that 
initial assessment

 3. Backdown: downgrading of, or disaffiliation from, that initial assess-
ment

In the following excerpt, for instance, which is a continuation of the example 
we saw in the previous section, Joshua (an Australian student) is telling Peter (a 
Taiwanese student) about the courses he is studying, following a question from 
Peter about Joshua’s major. At the point the excerpt begins, Joshua is listing the 
final two subjects he is taking that semester (lines 1–2). He then adds that the last 
subject he has mentioned, business statistics, is something that he finds ‘really hard’ 
(line 3), followed by a laugh particle, which frames this assessment as troubles-talk 
incipient (Jefferson 1984).

 (2) AusTaiw011: 1:08
 01 J: °yeah (.) international business° that
 02  and also business statistics which I- which is
 03  -> °really hard° hhhe
 04  (0.6)
 05 P: -> it’s alright Hhhhe=



 1. (Dis)agreeability in Intercultural First Conversations  21

 06 J: -> =yea:h I mean (.) it’s- it’s- if you know it
 07  then you know it (.) there’s no there’s [n:o]
 08 P: [yea]h
 09 J: ifs or buts about it you just have to know the stuff
 10  (1.5)
 11 P: you just gotta do tutorial work=
 12 J: =yeah and quizzes and stuff=
 13 P: =yeah
 14  (2.1)
 15 P: -> it’s not hard if you go to classes
 16 J: -> =true (.) very true.

However, rather than treating this assessment as troubles-talk implicative through 
a display of empathy (Jefferson 1988), Peter disagrees, in line 5, with a counter-
assessment that business statistics is ‘alright’, followed by a breathy laugh particle 
that orients to the potential delicacy of this disagreement (Shaw, Hepburn and 
Potter 2013).

Joshua initially responds, in line 6, with agreement (Sacks 1987), followed 
by a generalized acknowledgement that ‘you just have to know the stuff ’ (lines 
6–9) in pursuit of affiliation with Peter. Notably, this acknowledgement by Joshua 
is ‘I-mean’-prefaced, thereby casting it as a clarification of his prior assessment 
(Maynard 2013). In this way, then, Joshua both steps back from his prior 
assessment and proffers an opportunity for agreement. Peter subsequently takes 
up this opportunity through an advice-implicative assertion that one just has to do 
the ‘tutorial work’ (line 11), which occasions joint agreement on the part of both 
about the need to do the work set in tutorials (lines 12–13). Yet despite reaching 
joint agreement, Peter subsequently reiterates his disagreement with Joshua’s 
prior assessment of business statistics by claiming ‘it’s not hard’ (line 15). Joshua 
responds with strong agreement (line 16), thereby backing down from his prior 
claim (line 3) that it is ‘really hard’.

In sum, while Joshua initially expresses a negative assessment of business 
statistics as ‘really hard’ (move 1), following disagreement with his stance by 
Peter (move 2), he subsequently backs down from his initial negative assessment 
(move 3) and by the end of the sequence explicitly agrees with Peter’s counter-
assessment that ‘it’s not hard’. We can see here, then, that while the Australian 
student, Joshua, is pursuing agreement with his co-participant by backing down 
from his own prior assessment, Peter, the Taiwanese student, reiterates his 
disagreement with Joshua’s initial assessment and does not appear to be stepping 
back from that initial disagreement.

A similar pattern is also evident in the following excerpt from a first conversation 
between Mary (an Australian student) and Kevin (a Taiwanese student), although 
this time the three key actions in question are spread out over a longer sequence 
of talk. The excerpt begins at the point Mary is telling Kevin what subjects she 
is taking in her business degree that semester (lines 1–3). She then adds that 
she doesn’t like the last subject she has mentioned, namely, economics (line 5). 
Notably, this assessment is prefaced with a ‘disgust marker’ (Wiggins 2013).
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 (3) AusTaiw06: 5:51
 01 M:   ma:rketing
 02 K:   uh huh.
 03 M:   a::nd (2.1) economics
 04 K:  o[::h]
 05 M: ->    [eu:]:gh I don’t ↓li:ke economics.
 06 K:   ↑why
 05 M:   ↑a:h .h just it’s all new to me like everything
 06   and [so] it’s just a very steep learning curve
 07 K:             [mm]
 08 M:  that’s all.
 09 K:  °mm°
 10 M:  .hh I’m sure [I’ll get it]
 11 K:   [yes I- diff]eren-
 12 K:  different people have different mi:nd
 13 M:   [ye:ah]
 14 K: ->  [li:ke] (.) for me I like (.) economic
 15   more than accounting? (.) cos economic for me
 16   is like- like flexible?
 17 M:  [yeah]
 18 K:  [and ] like (.) more (0.4) you feel like you’re
 19   like in your life- (.) surround your (.) your life
 20   you like when you live here is [like] so many peop-
 21 M:   [yeah]
 22 K:   so: many things like about economic (0.3) .h yeah
 23 M: -> yeah I don’t um (.) I do find it interesting.
 24   I’m just having a little bit of trouble with it.
 25 K:  hahaha[haha]
 26 M:   [that]’s a(h)ll I'm I’m trying

Kevin responds to this negative assessment of economics by Mary with a why-
interrogative (line 6). As assessments invite agreement (Pomerantz 1984), soliciting 
an account as to why Mary doesn’t like economics in this sequential position implies a 
(mildly) challenging stance, as well projecting incipient disagreement with that stance 
(Bolden and Robinson 2011). Following Mary’s account (lines 5–10), Kevin responds 
with a generalized claim that ‘different people have different mind[s]’ (lines 11–12), 
before going to proffer a disaffiliative counter-assessment that he likes economics (line 
14). He then goes on to volunteer an account of why he likes economics (lines 15–22). 
Notably, Mary then backs down from her prior assessment (i.e. that she doesn’t like 
economics) with a positive assessment of it as ‘interesting’ (line 23) and an account for 
her first assessment, namely she is having ‘trouble with it’ (line 24).

In sum, while Mary initially expresses a strong negative assessment of 
economics (move 1), following disagreement with that stance by Kevin (move 2), 
she subsequently downgrades her initial negative assessment through a positive 
assessment of the subject in question (move 3). Once again, we can see the 
Australian student here, Mary, is pursuing agreement with her co-participant by 
disaffiliating with her own prior assessment.
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In the next example, the Australian student’s initial resistance to disagreement 
with her first assessment by the Taiwanese student subsequently gives way to 
agreement. In this excerpt, Katherine (an Australian student), who has learned 
both Mandarin Chinese and Japanese, and Amy (a Taiwanese student), who 
speaks Mandarin Chinese and has also learned Japanese, have been talking about 
going to Japan. Following Amy’s assessment that it’s a really interesting culture 
(line 1), Katherine appears to further this positive orientation to Japan by assessing 
Japanese as easier (to learn) than Mandarin Chinese (lines 2–3).

 (4) AusTaiw012: 1:44
 01 A: it’s a really interesting [°culture°]
 02 K: ->  [Japanese ] is so
 03  much easier than Mandarin¿ heh=
 04 A: =is: it?
 05 K: o(h)h I [th](h)in(h)k [so]
 06 A: -> [ah] [↑I] think the ↑gramma::r
 07  is much difficul’ than Mandarin.
 08 K:  you reckon=
 09 A: =yeah I recko:n because the grammar is really .hh
 10  when it gets to the higher level it’s really
 11  diff- difficult I think
 12 K: ye[:ah]
 13 A: [yea]h but .hh Mandarin difficult part is
 14  the <character>
 15 K: o(h)h [y(h)es go(h)d y](h)es [he yeah he he]
 16 A: [I I thin(h)k so] [he yeah yeah ]
 17  I but like for Japanese you have three <writings:>
 19  (.) three different types of #writing# [ so ]
 20 K:  [yeah]
 21 A: both Japanese <#and#> foreign, #languages# <and> (.)
 22 A: Chinese characters: so you [some]times you have to
 23 K: [yeah]
 24 A: mix them together?
 25 K: <yeah?>
 26 A:  °yeah° but when you goes to the gramma::r °it’s
 27  really difficult°
 28 K: -> yeah heh he heh .hhh £as [I’m as] I’m£ finding .hh
 29 A:  [°yeah°]

Amy, however, questions that assessment through a confirmation-seeking 
question that projects disagreement (line 4). Katherine’s subsequent 
confirmation, in line 5, is interspersed with laugh particles, thereby casting 
her prior assessment as potentially disaffiliative (Greer et al. 2005; Potter and 
Hepburn 2010).

Amy then goes on to explicitly disagree with Katherine’s assessment of 
Japanese as easier to learn by asserting that Japanese grammar is much more 
difficult (lines 6–7). Katherine initially mirrors Amy’s expression of doubt 
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through a confirmation-seeking question that also projects disagreement (line 
8), but Amy responds with emphatic confirmation that does not orient to 
her counter-assessment as disaffiliative (line 9). Amy then goes on to offer an 
explanatory account, namely, Japanese grammar is more difficult at higher levels 
of study (lines 9–11). Katherine (nominally) agrees with this account (line 12), 
although Amy then goes on to concede that Chinese characters are more difficult 
to learn (lines 13–14), which occasions emphatic agreement from Katherine in 
line 15. Notably, this agreement is delivered with both interpolated and turn-
final laughter which orients to the learning of these characters as a source of 
troubles for her (Jefferson 1984), a stance with which Amy affiliates through 
overlapping agreement and laughter (line 16). Amy then goes on to describe 
the complexity of the Japanese writing system (lines 17–24), before reiterating 
her counter-assessment that Japanese grammar is more difficult to learn than 
Chinese grammar (lines 26–27). This time this counter-assessment occasions 
emphatic agreement by Katherine (line 28). This agreement is interpolated with 
laugh particles, thereby once again orienting to the challenges of learning of 
Japanese as a form of troubles talk.

In sum, while Katherine initially assesses Japanese as easier to learn than 
Mandarin Chinese (move 1), following disagreement with that stance by Amy 
(move 2), she subsequently backs down from her initial assessment by agreeing 
with Amy’s claim that Japanese grammar is harder (move 3). Notably, then, while 
Amy concedes that Chinese characters are difficult to learn, she goes on to claim 
that the Japanese writing system is also complex (and thus difficult to learn) and 
subsequently reiterates her disagreeing counter-assessment.

A second distinct sequential pattern that emerged in the course of our 
analysis is that Taiwanese participants do not back down from first assessments 
in subsequent talk when their Australian co-participant disagrees or disaffiliates 
with their initial assessment. This pattern recurrently unfolds over the course of 
three actions:

 1. Assessment: a valenced evaluation of a person/party, object or situa-
tion

 2. Disagreement: a counter-assessment to, or disaffiliation with, that 
initial assessment

 3. Reassertion of initial assessment

In the following excerpt, for instance, Kevin (a Taiwanese student) tells Joshua (an 
Australian student) that his friend is also studying international business (line 3), 
following a question about Joshua’s major (line 1). Kevin then offers an assessment 
of studying that major as being ‘pretty hard work’, based on what his friend has 
said about it (line 5).
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 (5) AusTaiw05: 0:32
 01 K:  what’s your major anyway
 02 J:  I’m doing (.) International Business.
 03 K:  ↑o::h oka:y yeah same one as my friend. (.) yeah=
 04 J:  =oh yeah?
 05 K: -> he’s doing that and seem- sounds like it’s pretty
 06  ha:rd (.) work
 07 J: -> i:t’s (.) ↑yeah it’s (0.2) it’s not so hard as it is-
 08  there’s no real (0.2) like imaginations,
 09 K:  yeah?
 10 J:  °you know°
 11  (0.2)
 12 K:  o::[h
 13 J:   [which is (.) but it’s okay because it’s
 14  °what I want to do.°=
 15 K:  =yeah lots of theory, that’s what I think=
 16 J:  =yeah
 17 K: ye(h)ah °hheh°
 18 J:  th[ere’s only one answer] for this=
 19 K: ->  [that’s pretty hard ] =yeah

While Joshua initially starts to respond with ostensible agreement, he then goes on 
to offer a counter-assessment of it as ‘not so hard’ (line 7). Notably, this disagreement 
is delayed by a ‘yes’-like preface (Sacks 1987) and is followed, in line 8, by an 
account (Pomerantz 1984), thereby orienting to this disagreement as dispreferred. 
Kevin, however, withholds agreement with Joshua’s disagreeing counter-assertion 
by responding with a continuer (line 9), and then an prosodically elongated change 
of state marker (‘oh’), in line 12, which receipts this as new information for him 
(Heritage 1984). Kevin then goes on to claim that international business involves 
‘lots of theory’ (line 15) and reiterates his initial assessment that it’s ‘pretty hard’ 
(line 19).

In sum, Kevin initially assesses international business as ‘pretty hard’ (move 1), 
and despite James subsequently disagreeing with that assessment (move 2) does 
not back down and persists in repeating that assessment (move 3). In contrast, 
then, to the previous pattern we observed among the Australian students in 
responding to disagreements, there is no backdown by Kevin in response to 
Joshua’s disagreement with his initial assessment. Instead, the Taiwanese student 
reiterates his view that it is difficult and does not appear to treat this emergent 
disagreement as interactionally problematic.

The way in which the Australian and Taiwanese students systematically differ 
in their responses to disagreements with prior assessments is illustrated in another 
excerpt from a first conversation between Mary (an Australian student) and Kevin 
(a Taiwanese student) (cf. example 3). Following a question about what Kevin 
studies (line 1), Kevin subsequently reciprocates the question (line 4). Upon 
hearing that Mary studies accounting, he offers a negative assessment of that 
subject (line 10).
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 (6) AusTaiw06: 4:36 (Mary and Kevin)
 01 M: what do you study?
 02 K:  finance.
 03 M:  finance.
 04 K:  how about you?
 05 M:  u:m (.) international business [and] accounting=
 06 K:   [o:h]
 07 K: =accounting.
 08 M:  ye:ah.
 09  (0.4)
 10 K: -> I don’t like (.) okay (.) maybe for (.) I don’t know
 11   for accounting just like you have to stay 

the:re a:nd
 12 M:  yeah
 13 K:   and look at the numbers (.) calculate and put 

in like
 14  the credits and things [like] that [no]
 15 M: ->  [m:m ] [mm] I know a
 16  lot of people find it boring I think
 17  (.)
 18 K: -> >yeah yeah yeah< for me for me it’s bo:ring
 19 M:  yeah well that’s what most people think (.) I mean,
 20  (0.2)
 21 K:  ha ha hah
 22 M:  that’s oka:y.
 23 K:  how- how about you you think
 24 M: -> I- I like it
 25  (0.2)
 26 K:  okay
 27 M: -> I mean li:ke I’m still learning I’m not very far
 28  through my degree(.)
 29 K:  oh mm m:m mm [so you   ]
 30 M:  [you know] I suppose I could change
 31  my mind
 32  (.)
 33 K:  he he he
 34 M:  I haven’t like actually committed to the major
 35  yet (.) [so]
 36 K: [so] at the first year what (.) subject (.)
 37  you (.) take

Kevin then goes on to offer an account for his negative assessment (lines 11, 13–14). 
Notably, Mary avoids disagreeing with Kevin and instead claims that ‘a lot of people’ 
think that accounting is ‘boring’ (lines 15–16). Kevin latches on to this and expresses 
emphatic agreement with this negative assessment of accounting but reiterates that 
this is what he thinks, rather than something others generally think (line 18).

The formulation of Mary’s subsequent utterances, however, indicates an 
implicit orientation to troubles in affiliating with Kevin. While she maintains the 
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appearance of upgrading her agreement with Kevin in claiming not just a lot but 
‘most people’ think accounting is boring (line 19), the fact that this ostensible 
agreement with Kevin is ‘well’-prefaced creates interactional incongruence. 
‘Well’-prefacing when expressing agreement is typically associated with ‘actions 
that are supportive and solidary with the previous speaker’ (Heritage 2015: 99) 
and to alert the recipient to a forthcoming ‘my side’ perspective (Heritage 2015: 
98). However, Mary isn’t expressing a ‘my side’ perspective (i.e. what she thinks), 
but rather what ‘most people’ think. Mary then goes on to offer absolution for a 
possible offence (Drew and Hepburn 2016) in claiming ‘that’s okay’ (line 22). In 
other words, she seemingly offers ‘reassurance that possible offence was not taken 
as actual offence’ (Robinson 2004: 305, original emphasis). This absolution is ‘I 
mean’-prefaced (Maynard 2013), thereby framing her absolution as pursuing an 
affiliative response from Kevin that this possible offence is not being treated as an 
actual offence.

Kevin, however, does not appear to orient to these possible inferences. Instead, 
he goes on to ask Mary what she thinks of accounting (line 23). Mary responds, in 
turn, by expressing a positive affective stance about accounting (line 24), a stance 
with which Kevin does not affiliate but simply receipts with an ‘okay’ (line 26). 
Once again it is Mary who works to mitigate these troubles in affiliating by offering 
an extended account in which she claims she may not continue liking accounting 
as she has only just started (lines 27–35), and she may even drop the major. Kevin 
subsequently asks what she studied in first year (lines 36–37), thereby once again 
showing no orientation to what has transpired here in this sequence as involving 
any kind of interactional trouble. There is evidence here, then, that while Mary is 
here orienting to the preference for agreeability, Kevin is not.

Discussion

In the course of examining instances in which participants disagree with prior 
assessments in intercultural first conversations, it has become evident that while 
Australian participants appear to engage in interactional work to find some point 
of agreement in response to that disagreement (whether or not they were the one 
to have disagreed in the first place), the Taiwanese participants do not appear to do 
so. Our overall claim is that this provides not only further evidence of a systematic 
orientation to the preference for agreeability among the Australian speakers of 
English (Flint, Haugh and Merrison 2019; Haugh 2015) but also evidence that 
the Taiwanese participants do not appear to be orienting to the preference for 
agreeability in first conversations. We would hasten to add that there is no evidence 
that the Australian participants took offence or considered their Taiwanese 
co-participants to be insensitive or impolite either in the interactions themselves 
or in the follow-up interviews with those students. However, it is clear upon 
close examination of these intercultural first conversations that the Australian 
and Taiwanese students respond in systematically different ways to instances 
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of disagreement with prior assessments. It might be concluded from this that 
although these Taiwanese students are clearly able to engage in first conversations 
with their Australian counterparts, they are apparently not aware of, or choose 
not to orient to, sociopragmatic norms in first conversations in (Australian) 
English that promote affiliation or positive rapport through the accomplishment 
of agreeability.

However, such an account presumes a deficit view of the Taiwanese students 
that is decidedly one-sided. In other words, the assumption that apparent 
interactional troubles have arisen in each of the examples we have examined 
is grounded in the perspective of the Australian students. A sociopragmatic 
approach that recognizes the indexical value or evaluation of actions is necessarily 
grounded in the emic perspectives of all participants challenges this assumption 
(Haugh and Chang 2019, 2022; Spencer-Oatey and Xing 2019; Spencer-Oatey 
and Wang 2020). Rather than seeing these different ways of responding to 
disagreement as indicating a lack of pragmatic competence on the part of these 
Taiwanese speakers of English, a sociopragmatic approach pushes us to consider 
the interaction in its own right, on its own terms, rather than through the prism 
of L1 sociopragmatic norms. To analyse an intercultural interaction on its own 
terms means to analyse it with respect to the footings of all speakers. In this case, 
it appears that the Taiwanese participants place a different indexical value on 
(dis)agreeability. Recent research indicates that explicit or strong disagreement 
with a co-participant is not viewed as problematic among speakers of Mandarin 
Chinese (Zhu 2014a, 2014b). It follows, then, that there is not necessarily a clear 
preference for agreeability in first conversations in Chinese, as we have seen in 
this analysis.6

In the following section, we suggest that empirical work of the sort we have 
described here, which emerges in the course of carefully analysing intercultural 
interactions, raises questions about how we might better support or enable social 
integration in the context of international education.

Concluding remarks

While international education is often touted as an opportunity to foster global 
perspectives and intercultural competence among students, local and international 
alike, it has become evident in much of the research on interactions between local 
and international students that these often do not go smoothly, and international 
students can struggle to develop meaningful relationships with their local 
counterparts. As Spencer-Oatey (2018) points out, despite these evident challenges, 
we still know little about the process of social integration in the higher education 
context. This lacuna reflects, in turn, the considerable gap that remains in our 
understanding of how relationships are initiated and established in intercultural 
settings (Spencer-Oatey and Kádár 2021; Spencer-Oatey and Wang 2020). 
However, without detailed empirical studies of how international students navigate 
the challenges of initiating and establishing relationships with local students, it is 
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difficult to provide practical support. We remain stuck in repeatedly observing 
that international students face difficulties with language and communication or 
in finding common or shared interests with local students. Our contention here 
is that those so-called difficulties with language and communication involve, in 
some cases at least, sequentially grounded expectations or norms. Notably, these 
norms remain opaque to both international and local students without careful 
sequential analysis by researchers.

There remain questions about the extent to which international students can 
be sensitized to these kinds of normative preferences and whether, even if they 
are made aware of them, they would choose to orient to them (Chang and Haugh 
2017; Haugh and Chang 2015; McConachy 2019). Our view is that because these 
kinds of norms are immanent to our very ways of interacting, they may not be as 
amenable to sociopragmatic awareness-raising tasks, as it can be to draw attention 
to overt behaviours, such as shaking hands versus bowing, or to draw attention to 
particular linguistic formats, such as the role of pleasantries like ‘how-are-yous’ 
in greeting routines. However, this does not mean we should not try to do so. 
Instead, our view is that programmes designed to support intercultural education 
could benefit from greater engagement with ongoing research in linguistics 
on intercultural interaction, as Helen Spencer-Oatey has so convincingly 
demonstrated through her groundbreaking research programme on intercultural 
communication and education.

Appendix: Transcription conventions (following Jefferson 2004)

[ ] Overlapping speech
(0.5) Gap (in tenths of a second)
(.) Micropause
. Falling or final intonation
, ‘Continuing’ intonation
=  Latched utterances
? Rising intonation
↓ ↑ Sharply falling/rising intonation
underlining Contrastive stress or emphasis
: Elongation of vowel or consonant sound
- Word cut-off
CAPS Markedly louder
° ° Markedly soft
.hhh In-breathing
(hh) Interpolated laughter/aspiration
# # Creaky voice
£ £ Smile voice
> < Talk is compressed or rushed
< > Talk is markedly slowed or drawn out
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Notes

1 There have also been a limited number of studies of small talk (Barron and Black 2015) 
and storytelling (Barraja-Rohan 2015) in early interactions in intercultural settings, 
that is, in second or third encounters in which participants are still getting to know 
each other.

2 Preference refers to the ways in which ‘people systematically design their actions to 
either promote or undermine social solidarity’ (Pillet-Shore 2017: 1). Broadly speaking, 
preference refers to either systematically (dis)preferred formats for delivering actions 
(e.g. delayed and hedged refusals of invitations) (Pomerantz 1984) or systematically (dis)
preferred actions (e.g. the preference for agreement) (Sacks 1987). In our analysis we are 
focusing on the latter type of preference, that is, preferred actions – more specifically, 
(dis)preferred sequence-responding actions (Pomerantz and Heritage 2013).

3 These recordings form part of a larger ongoing project about getting acquainted across 
cultures. Our analysis of the intercultural first conversations between Australian and 
Taiwanese students is thus informed by our analysis of ‘intracultural’ Australian–
Australian and Taiwanese–Taiwanese first conversations. Further consideration of this 
larger data set, however, lies outside the scope of this chapter.

4 Strong disagreement in Zhu’s (2014a, 2014b) study refers to disagreements that are 
delivered with preferred formats (Pillet-Shore 2017), that is, directly (with no hedging 
or other forms of mitigation) and without delay. It follows that disagreements are not 
being treated by speakers of Mandarin Chinese as dispreferred actions (cf. Pomerantz 
1984; Sacks 1987), at least in the everyday conversational contexts that were examined 
by Zhu (2014a, 2014b).

5 CA transcription conventions used in this excerpt, and those that follow, are listed in 
the appendix to this chapter.

6 This raises the question, of course, what preference(s) Taiwanese participants are 
orienting to in first conversations. However, further consideration of this lies outside 
the scope of this chapter.
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hapter C 2

RAPPORT MANAGEMENT AND MICROAGGRESSION 
IN WORKPLACE INTERACTION

Janet Holmes

Introduction

Many workplace interactions between majority and minority group members 
proceed smoothly, with all participants appropriately attending to rapport building 
or maintenance. Small talk and humour, for example, are well-documented means 
by which rapport is managed in New Zealand workplace relationships (e.g. Holmes 
and Marra 2004; Holmes and Riddiford 2009; Holmes and Stubbe 2015). However, 
interactions where it appears that established rapport is challenged are particularly 
interesting since they can provide insight into different sensitivities to violations of 
societal norms, as well as different ways of responding to behaviour which breaches 
an individual’s sociocultural norms. The concept of microaggression provides a 
useful starting place in such exploration. Microaggressions have been defined as 
‘brief and commonplace daily verbal, behavioral, and environmental indignities, 
whether intentional or unintentional, that communicate hostile, derogatory, or 
negative racial slights and insults to the target person or community’ (Sue et al. 
2007: 273).1 The concept of microaggression directs attention to the taken-for-
granted presuppositions about appropriate cultural behaviours which impact 
interaction as illustrated in Excerpt 1.

Excerpt 1 [Transcription conventions can be found at the end of the chapter.]
In this excerpt a workplace advisor (WA) is discussing her internship with Sophie. 
The internship is a component of a course for migrants who have not yet succeeded 
in finding work. Sophie is a Chinese information systems analyst who has been in 
New Zealand looking for work for about three years. Sophie says she sometimes 
meets a Chinese friend at lunchtime for a chat. And of course they use Mandarin. 
The workplace advisor comments:

 1. WA:  I know you can’t I know
 2.  the problem is it’s a bit weird for people around you
 3. Sophie:  aha mm
 4. WA: sometimes
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 5. Sophie: oh oh I see yeah
 6. WA: it’s just a bit s- sometimes people especially New Zealanders
 7.  they feel a bit uncomfortable cos they don’t know what’s going on
 8.  you know but I mean if you’re if you’re aware
 9.  maybe keep your voice down a bit so that it doesn’t……

The workplace advisor states plainly the widespread expectation that migrants 
should conform to New Zealand interactional norms – albeit with a very large 
amount of hedging (just, sometimes (x2), a bit (x3), you know, I mean, maybe), 
which strongly suggests that she does not condone such attitudes. Hedging 
or attenuation of the force of an utterance is a common pragmatic strategy for 
indicating sensitivity to the face needs of the addressee. Regrettably, this is sound 
advice in relation to the attitudes of many New Zealanders in a range of contexts; 
it makes explicit the widespread assumption that Mandarin is inappropriate in 
the New Zealand workplace, even in a private conversation between friends. The 
excerpt highlights the need for attitude change and greater appreciation of cultural 
and linguistic diversity, one of the arguments presented in this chapter. Typically 
it is minority-cultural group members who are most aware of the impact of the 
culture order (see Holmes 2018; Holmes, Vine and Marra 2020). Majority group 
members simply assume that their ways of behaving are normal (Holmes 2018: 
34), and such assumptions are often experienced as microaggression (whether 
intended or not) by their targets. Excerpt 1 is a particularly stark example of 
the kind of ethnocentric microaggressions that New Zealand immigrants face 
regularly and which constitute the focus of the analysis in this chapter.

The chapter draws on a database of workplace interactions from the Wellington 
Language in the Workplace Project (LWP) to examine instances in which a speaker 
intended a contribution to build rapport but where there is potential for the 
addressee or hearer to experience it as a microaggression or insult. The first section 
of this chapter outlines the broad theoretical framework used in the analysis and in 
particular the rich raft of useful concepts provided by Helen Spencer-Oatey’s (2000, 
2005) rapport management model (RMM). The methodology used to collect the 
data is then described, followed by analysis and discussion of the examples using 
the RMM to illuminate the material. The final section discusses the implications of 
the analysis and considers what lessons can be learned by using this analytical lens.

Theoretical approach and concepts

The RMM offers relevant analytical concepts for the analysis of microaggression and 
usefully complements the interactional sociolinguistics and social constructionist 
approaches which characterize the work of the LWP team (described in detail 
in Holmes, Marra and Vine 2011: 19–20). Building on classic politeness theory 
(Brown and Levinson 1987), RMM develops the notions of face sensitivity and 
sociality rights (Spencer-Oatey 2000, 2005). Face includes both quality face, the 
desire to be appreciated and approved of, and social identity face, the value we 
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claim in society. Sociality rights include equity rights, the want to be unimpeded 
and treated fairly, as well as the entitlement to associate with others, that is, the 
right to fair treatment, social inclusion and respect, the expression of which will 
differ in different sociocultural contexts. The third component, interactional goals, 
encompasses both transactional and relational goals, two crucial dimensions 
of workplace interaction. The approach emphasizes the dynamic character of 
interaction and examines how we use language to maintain, enhance, neglect or 
challenge harmonious social relationships in different contexts. The model also 
takes account of how rapport is managed within different domains: illocutionary, 
discourse, participation, stylistic and non-verbal.

My focus in this chapter is on the illocutionary domain – examining speech 
acts in interaction in workplace contexts. Importantly, RMM pays careful attention 
to both speaker’s intention and hearer(s)’ interpretation in context, including 
social and discourse contexts, and assumes that every utterance impacts in some 
way on interpersonal rapport, whether to enhance, maintain, neglect or damage 
it. A good deal of attention has been paid in earlier research using the RMM to 
sociopragmatic strategies for rapport building (e.g. Ryoo 2005; Lazzaro-Salazar 
2013; Hui 2014), as well as the consequences of failure to take account of cultural 
differences in ways of building rapport and acknowledging sociality rights (e.g. 
Kuśmierczyk 2014; Spencer-Oatey and Xing 2003; Spencer-Oatey and Franklin 
2009; Spencer-Oatey and Kádár 2021). This chapter further develops this work 
with attention to ‘microaggressions’ in interactions involving minority group 
members in New Zealand workplaces.

Microaggression

The term ‘microaggression’ was first used by the psychologist Chester Pierce 
in an article on ‘offensive mechanisms, the small, continuous bombardments 
of micro-aggression’ (1970: 282). It has been developed more recently by Sue 
and his colleagues (2007, 2010), who were especially concerned with racial 
microaggressions in the United States, but the concept can apply to any targeted 
group, including women, trans individuals, minority ethnic individuals and 
older people. Examples include being constantly interrupted in a meeting, 
being misgendered (e.g. assigning ‘she/her’ pronouns when the preferred 
pronouns are ‘they/them’), being complimented for speaking ‘good English’ as 
a Chinese New Zealander or Korean American (even when the person was born 
in the country) and addressing an older, unfamiliar woman as ‘dear’ (Holmes 
and Marra 2023).

Microaggressions can lie anywhere between conscious/deliberate and 
unconscious/unintentional, as implied in the previous definition (see footnote 1). 
Consequently, they may be intended in some cases to cause offence and challenge 
rapport, and perceived as such or not, while in other cases they could be intended 
to create or maintain rapport and perceived as such or not. So, for instance, Baugh 
(2018) demonstrated that US telephone callers with African American or Mexican 



38 Negotiating Intercultural Relations 

American accents were often excluded as potential renters of accommodation 
or failed to secure a job interview, examples, he argued, of which constituted 
deliberate microaggression or hidden prejudice which were impossible for the 
victims to challenge.

In other cases, when racial or ethnic minorities are involved, microaggressions 
may be perceived as offensive but were unintended and based on ignorance. Such 
instances can be described as ‘soft racism’2 (Jones 2020) or ‘benevolent racism’ 
(Lipinoga 2008: 47, Villenas 2002). Interestingly, there is evidence that such 
unconscious and unintentional aggressions have greater detrimental impact on 
minority groups (e.g. Sue 2010), though the reasons require further research. 
It is even possible for an outsider to (mis)identify an action or utterance as a 
microaggression while neither of the participants (apparently) perceive it that way.

The most interesting categories for my purposes in this chapter are cases where 
despite the speaker’s positive intentions, there is potential for an addressee to 
experience their words as a microaggression at best or an insult at worst. Examples 
include native speakers who look ethnically different from the majority group 
and who are asked where they come from, older people who are patronized or 
talked down to, permanent residents of a country who are assumed to be ignorant 
of culturally appropriate ways of doing things and English as a second language 
speakers who are subjected to slow deliberate speech. Greenbank (2020) provides 
telling examples of the latter in her analysis of the interaction between a carer, 
Nina (a refugee from Columbia), and the elderly Pākehā3 residents in her care 
(see also Tawalbeh 2017). And interacting with me, Katja, a 44-year-old woman 
of German origin who had lived in New Zealand for more than twenty years, 
commented: ‘I am tired of ALWAYS being asked where I’m from as soon as I open 
my mouth. The question isn’t really, where are you from, but it’s a comment: “you 
sound odd, why is that? am I right in picking up you’re not born here”’ (personal 
communication).

Such examples draw attention to another important dimension of such 
interactions which is how the addressee responds to the perceived microaggression. 
In cases where an addressee decides to say nothing we have no explicit evidence 
that they perceived it as offensive. But in some interesting instances, the addressee 
responds by challenging the speaker and thus provides useful confirmation that 
the utterance was perceived as a microaggression – regardless of how it was 
intended. The following analysis discusses instances of such responses. I turn now 
to a description of the source of the examples analysed in this chapter.

Methodology and data

The Language in the Workplace Project team has been recording and analysing 
workplace interactions since 1996, with material ranging from white-collar 
corporate environments and government departments to factory floor and 
building site interactions (see Holmes and Stubbe 2015, wgtn .ac .nz  /lwp). Our 
database comprises more than two million words and 2,000 interactions (ranging 

http://www.wgtn.ac.nz/lwp
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from brief telephone conversations to long strategy meetings), involving around 
700 participants from more than 30 workplaces.

We have also collected data involving intercultural interaction in the workplace 
between New Zealanders and migrants from professional backgrounds. The 
workplace interactions analysed here were collected by migrant volunteers during 
the six-week internship component of a twelve-week communications skills course. 
The course is offered to professionals whose first language is not English and who 
have experienced difficulty finding suitable employment. The participants all 
have relevant expertise in their chosen profession but lack New Zealand cultural 
knowledge and experience which, because of employers’ attitudes, tends to limit 
their employment opportunities. The cohorts include accountants, lawyers, 
judges, doctors, financial analysts and engineers, and participants originate from 
a wide range of countries, including China, India, Germany, Russia, Malaysia and 
Japan. After five weeks of intensive classroom teaching and learning focused on 
developing awareness of sociopragmatic aspects of communication in the New 
Zealand workplace, the participants spend six weeks in supported internships in a 
New Zealand organization matched to their area of interest.

The twelve volunteers (five women and seven men) who agreed, along with their 
workplace mentors and colleagues, to record their everyday workplace interactions 
during their internships came from a wide range of professional backgrounds 
and countries. Using the standard methodology of the LWP team, the volunteers 
carried small devices which recorded their normal workplace interactions during 
the first two weeks and the last two weeks of their internship. They were in control 
of what was recorded, and they provided a range of material from one-to-one 
sessions with their mentors to morning tea and social interactions with a wide 
array of workplace colleagues. They also recorded reflective interviews at two 
points during their internship with their mentors and a workplace consultant 
or advisor. The advisor’s role was to support the migrant interns, advise them 
about any sociocultural issues that puzzled them and ensure that they made the 
most of the opportunity provided by the internship. This material provides the 
basis for the analysis of possible instances of microaggression. The eight excerpts 
analysed in the next section represent typical examples, and it is noteworthy that 
they occurred in interactions where New Zealanders were offering advice to the 
interns, rather than in the extensive sections of the recordings where the focus was 
on the transactional aspects of the interaction: that is, the task at hand or job to be 
accomplished.

A caveat is in order at this point. As analysts we cannot always be confident 
that we have interpreted our data as the speaker intended or as the addressee 
interpreted. Even during post-recording interviews focused on checking our 
interpretations, participants do not always indicate a negative response to a 
potential microaggression since they may wish to be perceived as compliant and 
non-aggressive. Hence, we can often only identify potential microaggressions 
and discuss their possible effects. This qualification should be borne in mind in 
relation to the analysis which follows. Finally, it is also important to note that the 
analysis focuses on examples where the targets of the possible microaggressions 
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were typically in a position of dependence, lacking power and status, and where 
the well-meaning perpetrators’ intentions were undoubtedly positive.

Analysis

Overview of the analysis

The illocutionary domain in the RMM focuses on speech acts in interaction 
in context and is thus the relevant domain for analysing potential instances of 
microaggression in workplace interaction. The excerpts analysed in this section 
provide a representative array of potential instances of microaggression in our data. 
There are more similar instances of every example discussed here. The excerpts are 
divided into three groups. The first group involves instances of culturally different 
discourse rules and interaction norms, especially involving higher status addressees. 
The second group focuses on different expectations regarding social interaction 
at work, while the third group involves instances where the mentors’ comments 
patronize the interns, failing to respect their professional expertise and experience.

The first group involves instances of culturally different norms regarding 
appropriate ways of interacting with those of higher status. The participants are 
New Zealand mentors who have volunteered to work with interns from China. 
The interns discourse rules and participation norms differ from those of New 
Zealanders in that they entail explicitly conveying respect for those of higher status 
(Holmes 2015). Excerpt 2 illustrates a common theme: skilled migrants from Asia 
are regularly encouraged by their mentors to speak up and engage with others (see 
Holmes 2015).

Excerpt 24

Isaac is a Chinese accountant and an intern in Leo’s organization; Leo is his 
workplace mentor.

 1. Leo:  you’re learning to put yourself out there and go
 2.  hey I don’t know what this is please help me
 3.  and then you’re learning
 4.  how you get help from people
 5. Isaac: sometimes I I’m afraid I er that maybe
 6.  I disturb other people’s working
 7.  so I just wait er for the right time to go //to [laughs]\
 8. Leo:  /no what\\ they’re doing is they’re working away
 9.  saying Isaac’s happy he hasn’t seen me
 10.  so he must be okay ... so you got to try
 11. Isaac: okay thank you yes

In this excerpt Leo uses direct speech to encourage Isaac to engage enthusiastically 
with others and ask for help (lines 1–4). He energetically models how Isaac should 
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approach people, hey I don’t know what this is please help me (line 2). The advice 
is clearly intended to be helpful and could be regarded as rapport building. 
Interestingly, however, Isaac’s response gives a clue to the ways in which such 
well-intentioned advice cuts across cultural norms and equity rights. Rather 
than passively accepting the advice offered, Isaac provides a justification for his 
behaviour – namely respect for the rights of others not to be interrupted (lines 
5–7). He expresses this tentatively with hesitations, er, I I, and hedges, sometimes, 
I’m afraid (line 5), just, er (line 7). Leo goes on to elaborate and repeat his advice 
until finally Isaac accepts it (see Vine, Holmes and Marra 2012). Hence this could 
be regarded as an instance of microaggression: majority group interactional norms 
are asserted and those of the Chinese intern dismissed as irrelevant. Isaac’s cultural 
norms are implicitly treated as inappropriate with the effect of emphasizing social 
exclusion.

This is a typical instance of advice which recurs in other interactions between 
interns and their mentors. So, Mary, a Chinese intern, is advised we help people 
that come and ask us questions, we help the ones that talk the loudest (see Excerpt 
7). And in Excerpt 3 Henry is given similarly explicit instruction regarding 
speaking up.

Excerpt 3a
Henry is a Chinese accountant and an intern in Simon’s organization; Simon is his 
workplace mentor.

 1. Simon:  it doesn’t work that way in New Zealand… 
 2.  you need to say things with energy
 3.  that’s a New Zealand thing very much
 4.  that we like en- energy we like enthusiasm
 5.  we like keen people…
 6.  when you want to say something
 7.  you have to say it with a bit of energy ...
 8.  really really important that when you speak to people
 9.  that you get your voice level up

In this excerpt Simon explicitly asserts the need for Henry to conform to what 
he presents as New Zealand interactional norms regarding saying things with 
energy (lines 2, 4, 7) and enthusiasm (line 4) as well as loudly, get your voice level up 
(line 9). Simon here speaks on behalf of all New Zealanders. As noted in Vine et al. 
(2012), this excerpt illustrates a number of features which characterize talk to the 
skilled migrant interns throughout our data, such as repetition (lines 4, 7), the use 
of syntactically simple clauses with parallel structures, for example, we like energy, 
we like enthusiasm, we like keen people (lines 4–5) and paraphrase: for example, say 
it with a bit of energy, get your voice level up (lines 7, 9).

The specific message that Simon conveys here further illustrates the theme 
noted earlier: Asian skilled migrants are exhorted to speak up, to speak louder 
and clearer and more confidently. For instance, Jeff ’s mentor Milly says to him 
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you’ve got t- you’ve got to speak clearly, while during a reflective interview, Mary, 
an intern learning document management in a government department, is asked 
by her mentor how loudly do you speak at home? (See Excerpt 7.) By contrast in a 
reflective interview with Andrei, a Russian intern, his mentor points out that he 
is regarded as too direct and implies that his self-promoting narratives do not sit 
well with the egalitarian New Zealand cultural norms (Holmes, Marra and Vine 
2012; Holmes 2015).

The basis for regarding such advice as constituting potential microaggression 
is the fact that it disregards the addressees’ quality face needs, their need to be 
approved of and valued, and instead patronizes them, implicitly dismissing 
alternative cultural norms as irrelevant. This is made explicit by Henry in a 
challenge to Simon’s advice.

Excerpt 3b

 1. Hen: I think maybe it’s a culture difference
 2.  because your status is higher than me
 3.  because you are my mentor also ...
 4.  so usually the Chinese with a lower status will speak like ...
 5.  not very loud because you are not the have the right
 6.  have the authority to speak as loud as you might

Henry here states clearly but respectfully – for example, attenuated by I think, 
maybe (line 1) – that he comes from a culture with different interactional norms, 
where people of lower status usually speak not very loud (lines 4–5) out of respect 
for those with greater status and authority. Such challenges are rare in our data, but 
they can be regarded as indications that the interns consider their face needs and 
sociality rights are being insufficiently attended to by their colleagues.

It is worth noting that not only the content of the advice from Leo and Simon 
but also its directness and explicitness contrast with advice-giving sequences 
between native-speaking New Zealanders. Advice sequences involving New 
Zealanders never focused on speaking style but rather on aspects of the job at 
hand, and they tended to be indirect and attenuated with repetition very rare (see 
Vine 2004; Holmes 2015; Vine et al. 2012).

The second group of excerpts has some similarities with the first group in that 
they involve direct advice-giving to the interns, but they focus on a different aspect 
of their behaviour – namely, the importance of them engaging in social interaction 
at work.

Excerpt 4
Salvador is Filipino and an intern in Suzanne’s organization; Suzanne is his mentor. 
This excerpt is taken from an interview with Suzanne and the workplace advisor 
after Salvador has spent two weeks in the organization.

 1. Suzanne: Alan he makes you go to tea
 2. Salvador: yeah
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  3. Suzanne: [laughs]
  4. Salvador: he keeps on fetching me every tea break
  5. Suzanne: //yeah
  6. WA: /good\\
  7. Salvador: yeah [laughs]
  8. WA: cos there’s that’s part of the work ethic //of\
  9. Salvador: /yeah\\
 10. WA:  taking breaks and having lunch …..
 11.  it’s what is important
 12.  to keep you sustaining //some work\
 13. Salvador: /ah most\\ of the times ah that what made
 14.  Suzanne’s keep on telling me to take me break
 15.  most of the times I tend to forget what the time

Later in same interview

 16. WA: it’s good too that you are going you go to level five with Alan
 17.  and you talk to other people
 18. Salvador: oh yes yeah
 19. WA: and that’s really good…..
 20. Salvador: mhm
 21. WA: good for you to meet people in other areas + yeah
 22. Salvador: it’s good opportunity for me + yeah
 23.  meeting other people in the different areas
 24.  ah yes that’s true

Suzanne, Salvador’s mentor, makes the point that another colleague, Alan, ensures 
Salvador takes his tea breaks, and Salvador concurs saying Alan fetches him. 
Suzanne and the workplace advisor agree, and the workplace advisor elaborates 
taking breaks and having lunch (line 10) are components of the New Zealand work 
ethic (line 8) or workplace culture. She goes on to provide two further reasons why 
taking breaks is important: first a transactional reason to keep you sustaining some 
work (line 13) and later in the interview a social reason good for you to meet people 
in other areas (line 22). This interaction can be regarded as rapport building, and 
Salvador certainly responds positively, agreeing that he tends to forget the time 
(because he enjoys the work and gets absorbed in it – not included here to save 
space) and later confirming that the tea breaks are good opportunities to meet 
people from different areas (lines 23–25).

Despite Suzanne’s undoubted good intentions, and Salvador’s positive response, 
I suggest that this advice could be regarded as somewhat patronizing. Drawing on 
a valuable distinction (McConachy and Spencer-Oatey 2021: 747), we can say that 
Suzanne asserts the injunctive norm, that is, what is approved of (lines 10–12). This 
despite the fact that many New Zealanders do not take the breaks they are entitled 
to (i.e. the descriptive norm or what is typically done), which she acknowledges 
is a bit naughty (section not included for space reasons). And though this explicit 
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instruction about when and how to socialize at work is undoubtedly useful, 
especially for an intern keen to make contacts, it could nonetheless be regarded 
as infringing Salvador’s sociality rights and threatening his quality face by treating 
him as sociolinguistically ignorant or incompetent.

This interpretation gains support from a number of such instances throughout 
the data, some of which have been discussed in previous articles (e.g. Vine, Holmes 
and Marra 2012; Holmes 2015). Chinese interns appear to be especially subject 
to pressure to socialize and interact with more people than just their mentor. So 
Leo strongly advises Isaac (participants in Excerpt 2) to join in the small talk at 
lunch time, to listen to the jokes, participate and try and integrate yourself more with 
everyone (Holmes 2015: 9). That this is a challenge is clear from the feedback that 
Chinese interns gave to their course coordinator, pointing out that in their former 
overseas workplaces they were expected to go straight to their desks on arrival at 
work and to work hard; social talk was regarded as wasting time. Even in New 
Zealand one of the interns says, if I use too much [small talk] maybe they’ll think 
I’m not I’m I don’t focus on my work. Sophie, for instance, a Chinese information 
systems analyst, comments I didn’t know anyone I feel so [tut] strange to say good 
morning to everyone in the first few days…. I just go [laughs]: straight away: to my 
to my seat, but her workplace advisor responds with just get over that … it’s it’s just 
a matter of just saying hi or good morning or hello you know … it’s kind of necessary. 
Sophie’s cultural norms are thus rejected as inappropriate; there appears to be no 
opportunity for negotiation or compromise.

The next excerpt again addresses sociability issues, but also serves as a bridge to 
the third group of excerpts where the mentors’ advice can be regarded not only as 
patronizing but also as disrespecting the interns’ professional status, treating them 
like children to be taught good manners or protected from bad language.

Excerpt 55

Isaac is a Chinese accountant and an intern in Leo’s organization; Leo is his 
workplace mentor.

1. Leo: and you came to lunch and yeah I know
2.   they didn’t have chopsticks but er //[laughs]\
3. Isaac:  /[laughs]\\…
4. Leo:  do you n-so you um do you do you use
5.   knife and fork at all knives and forks at all
6.  Isaac:  er ++ just a – a just a few times
7.  Leo:  just a //few times\
8.  Isaac:  /a a a\\ few //times yeah\
9.  Leo:  /oh right\\ so that would have been quite challenging ……..
10.  so you might you know you might want to work on that

Despite Leo’s humour, I know they didn’t have chopsticks (lines 2–3), which Isaac 
responds to (line 3), it is difficult to regard Leo’s question, do you use knife and fork 
(lines 4–5), as anything but a microaggression from Isaac’s perspective, however 
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well intended by his mentor. Isaac is treated as ignorant of New Zealand ways 
of eating and spoken to as if he were a child needing to be taught proper table 
manners: do you do you use knife and fork at all (lines 4–5), and you might want 
to work on that (line 10). The question and the advice threaten Isaac’s quality face 
and social identity face as well as his equity right to do things his own way, and 
his association rights are also involved since he is being explicitly ‘othered’ for 
ignorance of local sociocultural norms.

In Excerpt 6 the workplace team treat Mary, an intelligent, competent 
professional (a lecturer in mechanical engineering in China before coming to New 
Zealand), as needing protection from ‘bad language’.

Excerpt 6
Mary, the Chinese intern, is participating in an update meeting with her mentor, 
Pearl, and four other members of their workplace team.

 1. Gina: um we’ve decided since you’ve come on board Mary
 2.  //and that\ you’re still learning English
 3. Mary:  /[laughs]\\ laughs
 4. Gina: we have a terrible habit of swearing
 5. Mary:  [laughs]
 6. Gina:  so we’ve decided that we’re not going to swear
 7.  and we’ve started up a swear collection jar
 8.  so every time we swear
 9.  we’re going to put fifty cents into the box um
 10.  so if you see us throwing money into a box
 11.  that’s what we’re doing
 12.  we’re trying to stop ourselves from swearing
 13.  and at the end of the week the money will be spent on breakfast
 14. Mary: [laughs]
 15. Pearl: because English is your second language
 16.  we don’t w- want you to think
 17.  we don’t want you to end up
 18.  using our appalling language as being normal
 19.  [laughter – Mary joins in]

In addition to the content – explaining what they have decided in relation to 
swearing – the very explicit way in which this information is conveyed also has 
overtones of condescension: so if you see us throwing money into a box that’s what 
we’re doing (lines 10–11). Mary laughs throughout this excerpt and joins in the 
laughter at the end so we have little evidence of whether she regards this treatment 
as condescending or not, but the competence and professionalism demonstrated in 
her workplace interactions and interviews strongly suggest she might well regard 
her colleagues’ decision as unnecessary and even laughable. Thus, it is possible 
that this excerpt illustrates a threat to Mary’s association rights in that she is being 
‘othered’, her quality face since she is being patronized and defined as in need of 
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protection, and her social identity face in suggesting she lacks the sociolinguistic 
competence in English to decide when swearing is appropriate and when not.

Swearing is perfectly normal in many New Zealand workplaces (Daly et al. 
2004; Holmes, Marra and Vine 2011), and we have recorded mentors in other 
workplaces swearing when things go wrong. Nerissa, for example, Carl’s Pākehā 
mentor in an organization where he is doing data entry, swears when the form they 
are filling in turns out to be problematic (um bugger I’ll have to look at them). In 
another organization, Luke, a Chinese intern, swears quietly to himself (shit) when 
things do not go smoothly with his work. So, although infrequent in the intern 
interactions, swearing does occur and no other organization explicitly decides to 
avoid it to protect the intern from appalling language (line 18).

The final excerpt illustrates how rapport may be constructed between different 
participants with potentially negative effects on those who are excluded. It begins 
as mentioned earlier with a comment on how quietly Mary speaks from the 
perspective of her mentors.

Excerpt 7
Mary, a Chinese intern in an interview with her mentors, Jess, Gina, Gloria and 
Pearl, and workplace advisor.

 1. Jess: I do have one question for you
 2.  how loudly do you speak at home?
 3. Mary: [laughs] ++ not loudly [laughs]… mm I speak quietly…..
 4. Jess: cos as you’ve picked up we’re just very loud
 5.  [laughter]
 6. Jess: I would almost say that we are louder than most in the office +
 7. Mary: mm
 8. Gina: I would say that you’re louder than most in the office
 9.  [laughs]
 10. Mary: yes I I like it ……
 11.  but yeah sorry I will try to speak loudly yeah [laughter]….
 12. Jess: yeah yeah cos cos my concern is um +
 13.  the way we react to people
 14.  we help people that come and ask us questions
 15.  we help the ones that talk the loudest [laughs]….
 16. Gina:  you think?
 17. Jess: yeah we do we do
 18. Gina: [drawls]: oh: we help the whisperers as well
 19. Jess: I know but if you were gonna start prioritising things
 20.  it’s (oh) get rid of the loudest one first [laughs]

Prolonged discussion between the mentors Jess and Gina about who they 
prioritise when people want their attention

 21. Jess: so the flip side then perhaps the point that I’m getting to is
 22.  I wouldn’t want to fall into the habit
 23.  of potentially ignoring you….



 2. Rapport Management and Microaggression  47

 24.  I I I wouldn’t want to take you for granted because you didn’t
 25. Gina: [dramatic voice]: the way that she takes //us: [laughs]\
 26.  /[laughter]\\ //[laughter]\
 27. Jess: /oh yeah but you know you get rid of the noisy
 28.  and the impatient ones [laughs]\\

There is a great deal that could be said about this interaction, but my focus here 
is on the rapport constructed between Gina and Jess and its conceivable effect 
of marginalizing the other participants and especially Mary. The excerpt begins 
by contrasting Mary’s quietness (lines 1–2) (a common focus of criticism as 
noted earlier) with the loudness of the two mentors which is robustly and almost 
belligerently asserted (lines 4, 6) provoking laughter from all those present. This 
is followed by a challenging and joshing assertion by Gina that Jess is louder than 
most in the office (line 8) which elicits more laughter and suggests the two mentors 
have a close, friendly relationship. Mary then says I I like it (line 10) and promises 
to try to speak loudly (line 11), an obvious attempt to join in with the mentors’ 
interaction. However, the two mentors then initiate what turns into in a very 
prolonged discussion of the reasons why Mary should speak up. They begin this 
by arguing with each other about whether those who ask questions and speak 
loudest get help first (lines 12–20). Gina questions you think? (line 16) and then 
challenges (line 17) Jess’s claims. Jess argues back if you were gonna start prioritising 
things it’s (oh) get rid of the loudest first (lines 19–20). This argumentative pattern 
then continues as the two thrust and parry, leaving the others as audience (Bell 
1984) or ‘bystanders’ (Spencer-Oatey and Kádár 2021). The final section of the 
excerpt illustrates Gina once again making fun of or mocking Jess. In response 
to Jess’s claims that she wouldn’t want to ignore Mary or take her for granted 
because she didn’t speak loudly (lines 22–24), Gina retorts, using a dramatic 
tone of voice, the way that she takes us (line 25) which generates another burst of 
laughter from all present. My interpretation of this exchange is that it functions 
quite clearly to emphasize and reinforce the rapport between Gina and Jess, while 
it marginalizes the others and especially Mary. Both her quality face and social 
identity face are threatened by the implicit criticism of her quiet style, her equity 
rights are impugned by the criticism and her association rights are challenged by 
the marginalization and othering implicit in the indications that she does not fit 
in or belong. The jointly constructed humour and jocular abuse also disregard her 
association rights, as does the argument from which, although she is the topic with 
her behaviour as the trigger, she is clearly excluded.

Discussion

The analyses in the preceding section have focused on how RMM can provide a 
valuable framework for gaining a deeper understanding of how microaggressions 
subtly exclude and ‘other’ those who for various reasons are regarded as not 
belonging or fitting in at work. The first group of examples illustrate the widespread 
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tendency for mentors to recommend interns to seek advice even if it involves 
interrupting others and generally to speak more loudly. The message, expressed 
perhaps most explicit in Excerpt 3a, conveys the unmistakable assumption 
(invoking the culture order) that local ways of interacting are the norm and 
alternatives are not conceived of. Isaac and Henry both refer to the fact that their 
cultural norms are different and based on respect for status, but in both cases their 
mentors dismiss these as irrelevant and reassert the importance of what they claim 
are New Zealand interactional norms.

Interestingly, we have evidence that the Chinese interns who are the main 
target of this advice do not speak quietly all the time. In class, for example, and 
talking to their peers, they speak more loudly than in the workplace. Henry’s 
response (Excerpt 3b) suggests a reason for this volume modification according to 
the context; in Chinese culture, being respectful to those of higher status involves 
speaking quietly. Further, somewhat less support comes from the fact that in a 
reflective interview, Sophie, a very competent Chinese information systems 
analyst, comments I find people always talk softly …. I keep voice down, and later 
in the same interview I feel the office is so quiet so I I keep my voice down. Sophie is 
an especially confident and expert professional in her area and thus perhaps feels 
able to speak to her colleagues and mentors at the same volume level as she speaks 
to her peers in other contexts.

Nevertheless, the point remains that these examples illustrate possible 
microaggressions. The mentors and workplace advisor advising the interns 
threaten their face needs and their sociality rights, even though their intentions 
are positive. Rapport management theory points to the importance of context and 
status differences in discussions of intercultural communication (Spencer-Oatey 
and Kádár 2021: 102, 189, 246; Spencer-Oatey and Franklin 2009: 102), and it is 
clear that these factors are crucial in evaluating the ‘othering’ effects of even well-
meaning advice.

Excerpts 4 and 5 focus on the advice that interns repeatedly receive about how 
to be sociable in the workplace. The workplace advisors, as well as the mentors, 
uniformly encourage the interns to greet their colleagues whenever they meet 
them and to socialize at tea breaks and lunchtime. Excerpt 4 illustrates how 
Salvador is explicitly given this advice, and there are many more such instances 
in our data. While the motivation is undeniably positive, this advice could be 
experienced as microaggression from an intern’s perspective since it implicitly 
criticizes the commitment to work above socialization and the tendency to express 
respect by avoiding imposing on others’ space. The instructions also suggest that 
the interns are sociolinguistically incompetent, thus infringing their quality face. 
Again, the effect is to emphasize the fact that the interns are not ‘one of us’ since 
they need to learn New Zealand ways of doing things. The mentors and advisors 
appear to invoke an ‘imagined community’ (Anderson 1983) of New Zealanders 
who behave similarly and share common values and beliefs, effectively othering 
the interns as ‘foreigners’ who do not belong.

Excerpt 6 takes this one step further in treating Mary as in need of protection 
from exposure to ‘bad language’. Again, the example illustrates ways in which the 
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intern’s social identity face is threatened, and her competence impugned, with the 
undoubted effect of ‘othering’ her. The patronizing attitudes illustrated are also 
evident in Excerpt 7, where the intern is advised about the need to talk more loudly 
(as in the first group of excerpts discussed). However, she is also excluded from 
the humour which is jointly constructed between the two mentors who emphasize 
their shared experience and through their jocular abuse highlight their well-
established friendly relationship, othering and excluding the other participants, 
and especially the intern Mary in the process.

Conclusion and implications

So, to quote a question often asked by my friend Howard Giles, ‘What does this 
approach buy us?’, or what are the affordances of using the RMM to analyse 
microaggression. I have aimed to demonstrate in this chapter that this approach 
provides deeper insights into how microaggressions may be experienced by their 
victims and a fuller understanding of why they have this potential. The RMM offers 
a variety of insights into the potential effects of microaggression on individuals 
who are its targets. It enables us to dig a bit deeper into the issue of how participants 
may experience microaggressions as well as possible bases for the offence they give. 
Workplace microaggressions threaten people’s face needs, both personal (quality 
face) and professional (social identity face), and they are especially powerful when 
directed from a mentor or workplace advisor to a relatively inexperienced intern. 
Similarly, the threats to an intern’s freedom of action and right to be treated in 
the same way as others (equity rights) as well as their entitlement to associate 
with others, to be included rather than ‘othered’ (association rights), are almost 
certainly experienced as powerful instances of microaggression by the vulnerable 
interns when enacted by superiors.

So, turning to the implications for employers, colleagues and those supporting 
new migrants, what can be done to ameliorate their experience of workplace 
microaggression? According to Sue (2010), microaggressions are potentially more 
harmful than one-off experiences of blatant racism because they are invisible, 
insidious and can happen many times every day. They undoubtedly deserve 
attention. As this chapter demonstrates, metapragmatic analysis is crucial to 
assist in developing awareness of and respect for diverse interactional norms. 
Interactional style, like good manners, is not generally a focus of comment (Holmes 
2015), but as sociolinguists and applied linguists we have a responsibility to draw 
cultural differences in this area to the attention of the employers and colleagues of 
those new to New Zealand workplaces.

It is also clear that we need to be much more aware of the impact of higher 
status and power, as well as thoughtless exclusionary in-group chat, including 
othering humour, on those to whom well-meaning advice is directed. Given the 
evidence in this chapter of a patronizing attitude towards new migrants (what 
I have earlier labelled ‘benevolent patronage’) (Holmes 2015), more reflection 
is required on the effect of both explicitly and implicitly criticizing different 
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preferences in ways of doing things (such as volume of talk, willingness 
to interrupt others at work or ways of spending breaks). It is important, for 
instance, to develop awareness that speaking quietly to a superior and avoiding 
interrupting others are signs of respect, and that socializing at work is not 
regarded positively in some cultures. Ibram X. Kendi asserted that ‘there is no 
such thing as a nonracist or race-neutral policy. Every policy in every institution 
in every community in every nation is producing or sustaining either racial 
inequity or equity’ (2019: 18). Similarly, many workplace interactions can be 
regarded as confirming or challenging majority group norms – the culture 
order – making the implicit point that the targets of advice don’t belong. This 
is made explicit in most of the excerpts analysed which involve advice from 
mentors and workplace advisors on how the interns can better ‘fit in’, but it 
is also implicit in many other interactions where the behaviour of colleagues 
‘others’ the interns, as illustrated in Excerpt 6.

Finally, we need to recognize and respect the courage and confidence required 
to challenge the norms which are being asserted and counter or resist them with 
alternative cultural norms where relevant, as did Isaac and Henry in Excerpts 
2 and 3.6 While the mentors fulfil their roles well as advisors and guides on 
sociocultural issues (as well as transactional work matters), greater openness to 
learning about the cultural norms of others would support the interns’ willingness 
to explain alternatives. In Excerpt 7, Jess asks how loudly do you speak at home, 
expressing interest in Mary’s norms; and in Excerpt 1 the workplace advisor notes 
that sometimes people especially New Zealanders are likely to react negatively 
when they hear people using a language other than English. She is right to warn 
Sophie about such attitudes, but surely it is time for us to develop more tolerance 
for multilingualism and greater interest in cultural diversity. Recent work on 
unconscious bias recommends a focus on fostering openness to others and 
working in collaborative groups to engage positively with out-group members as a 
way forward (Blank et al. 2016). A willingness to heed and respond constructively 
to challenges from minority group members and to work with them in developing 
more diverse styles of interaction are valuable steps on the journey to developing 
a truly multicultural working environment for all.
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Appendix

All names are pseudonyms. WA is always female.

[laughs] : :  Paralinguistic features and editorial information in square 
brackets, colons indicate start/finish where relevant

+  Pause of up to one second
# Indicates clause end when it is potentially ambiguous
... //......\ ... Simultaneous speech
... /.......\\ ...
(    ) Unclear utterance
(hello) Transcriber’s best guess at an unclear utterance
yes- Utterance cut off
… Section of transcript omitted

Notes

1 While this definition refers to microaggressions directed at specific racial groups, they 
may be directed at any social group, including those based on age, gender or ethnicity. 
De Bres and Holmes (forthcoming: 8) adopt a broader definition of microaggressions 
as ‘subtle actions/words that (intentionally or not) other the addressee(s) or 
overhearer(s) and can be plausibly denied if challenged’.

2 https://Jess .theguardian .com /world /2020 /jul /05 /planet -virus -seven -novelists -from 
-around -the -world -on -living -with -the -pandemic.

3 Pākehā is a widely used identification label for non-Māori New Zealanders, most 
typically those with British/European ancestry.

4 Excerpts 2 and 3 have been discussed in some detail elsewhere from a different 
perspective (Holmes 2015; Vine, Holmes and Marra 2012). More detail on the interns 
and the data set from which these excerpts are taken is also included in the Vine, 
Holmes and Marra (2012).

5 A more extended version of this excerpt is discussed in Holmes, Marra and King 
(2013) but is analysed here from a different perspective.

6 See also Chapter 9 of Greenbank (2020) for a detailed discussion of how Nina, a 
Columbian carer, resists being ‘othered’ by the residents she cares for.
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hapter C 3

CREATING COMMON GROUND AND NEGOTIATING 
RELATIONSHIPS IN INTERCULTURAL TEAMWORK

Carolin Debray

Introduction

Common ground, the ‘sum of all the information that people assume they share’ 
(Clark 2009: 116), plays a crucial role in any interaction both at a cognitive level, 
where it facilitates the exchange of information and is a necessary antecedent of 
language use (Levinson 2000), and at an affiliative level, where it facilitates the 
establishment of shared perspectives, trust and relational intimacy (Enfield 2008). 
While crucial for successful communication and for creating close relationships, 
common ground appears particularly precarious in intercultural relationships, 
where traditional markers of common ground, such as shared first language, 
accent, age, gender, nationality or ethnicity (Enfield 2008; Clark 1996), are more 
likely to be perceived as absent. This easily prompts conclusions (real or imagined) 
that common ground is limited and, therefore, that communicating and forming 
relationships will be challenging. This assumption of a lack of common group has 
implications for intercultural interactions. Clark, for example, argues that ‘[p]eople 
cannot take joint actions without assuming certain pieces of common ground’ 
(1996: 129), thus where intercultural teams perceive little common ground, this 
may affect their ability to collaborate and take decisions, ultimately making it more 
difficult to establish rapport (Spencer-Oatey 2008).

At the same time, team members usually have to work with each other over 
prolonged periods of time and thus have plenty of opportunities to discover, create 
and enact common ground beyond initial perceptions. In addition, they have 
plenty of contextual common ground, through the organizational setting in which 
they operate and the tasks and goals they share as a team. Nonetheless, relational 
and task challenges are well documented in intercultural teams (Stahl et al. 2010; 
Tenzer and Pudelko 2017; Taras et al. 2019; Hinds, Neeley, and Cramton 2014), 
thus raising the questions what common ground team members might perceive 
to have (or not) in common initially and how they then deal with the perceived 
common ground over time.

Taking inspiration from Spencer-Oatey’s extensive work on rapport 
management (2008) and common ground (1998) in work contexts, this chapter 
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Creating Common Ground

investigates these questions through a case study of an MBA team in which cultural 
diversity was salient. After exploring the team’s perception of common ground 
amid a ‘culture-as-difference’ discourse, it investigates the way the perceived lack 
of common ground impacted their interactions and their subsequent negotiations 
of common ground in the team, with the aim of showing that common ground is 
a complex and multi-layered phenomenon in which perception and interlocutor 
positionings play a major role in social affiliation and rapport management.

Common ground in intercultural interactions

Common ground is central to individual’s attempts to infer meaning and intention 
in a context-relevant way. Clark (1996) has suggested two major forms of common 
ground that individuals can infer and rely on: personal common ground and 
communal common ground. Personal common ground is built up incrementally 
between interlocutors and increases with each interaction, according to the 
degree to which information is shared. Communal common ground refers to 
the (assumed) shared knowledge among members of a cultural community or 
community of practice. This can include beliefs, procedures, norms or certain facts 
that are assumed to be shared (e.g. knowledge of the offside rule amid members 
of a football fan club and when to cheer and boo during a game). Clark (1996) 
emphasizes that each interlocutor is part of a large number of such communities 
including nations, professions, language communities, neighbourhoods, through 
hobbies or special interests. Interlocutors are often skilled at making these 
communities relevant in interaction, or through their physical appearance, in 
order to facilitate the inference of common ground.

It is important to note, though, that both types of common ground are matters 
of perception: even in personal common ground interlocutors do not know what 
information others store about themselves or the interaction, thus they can only 
make assumptions about the existing common ground, which may or may not 
be accurate. Similarly, no claim is made that the inferred common ground based 
on any community categories is actually shared; it rather constitutes a working 
assumption taken to inform communicative choices, which may or may not prove 
to be accurate over the course of an interaction.

While classic pragmatics has emphasized the importance of a certain amount 
of pre-existing common ground to carry through an interaction successfully, this 
has not been without criticism, especially from the intercultural field. In a detailed 
exploration of common ground in intercultural communication, Kecskes (2014) 
argued that common ground can be differentiated into an a priori core common 
ground and an a posteriori emergent common ground that interlocutors create 
during an interaction. He suggests that in intercultural interactions interlocutors 
rely much more heavily on emergent common ground. This means that they 
construct knowledge and frameworks of understanding together, establish a shared 
vocabulary and localized norms, which may differ from standard varieties, while 
relying less on, for example, formulaic language, to ensure meaning-making is 
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successful. Kecskes (2014) concludes that the traditional approach of treating core 
common ground as a necessary precondition for communication overestimates its 
importance, and that a focus on emergent common ground and its construction 
can counterbalance this and add interesting insights to the management of 
meaning in intercultural interactions.

In an early study by Lindemann (2002), interlocutors with different L1s and 
different ethnic identities were asked to solve a collaborative map task while 
also assessing their attitudes towards the others’ ethnicity. The task required 
interlocutors to construct common ground in regard to their maps to solve the 
task. The majority of participants managed to complete the task successfully, 
despite sometimes being faced with interactional turbulences. At the same time, 
several participants rated the interaction overall to be unsuccessful, despite having 
succeeded well with the task. Their perception thus was guided not by the emergent 
common ground that they had successfully constructed but by their (negative) 
attitudes towards the cultural other and their continued perception of difference 
and lack of affiliative common ground. While Lindemann’s study has been 
conducted in an experimental setting and with relatively few participants, it raises 
an interesting possibility: on the one hand it seems to support Kecskes’s assertion: 
the importance of core common ground indeed appears to be interactionally 
overestimated, as interlocutors managed to deal well with the tasks, despite lacking 
common ground in regard to the maps, their languages, vocabulary and so on. 
However, it also suggests that, if perceived to be absent, the actual interactional 
experience might not matter as much, as at least some interlocutors might still 
focus on the perceived differences and the perceived communication challenge, 
despite the potentially successful construction of emergent common ground.

While this deals with the unfolding interactions and their evaluations, the 
perception of a lack of common ground may also hinder intercultural interactions 
from occurring in the first place or may restrict interlocutors in their topic choice. 
Maynard and Zimmermann (1984) have shown early on that acquainted and 
unacquainted pairs usually started their interactions based on what they thought 
they had in common. For unacquainted pairs this was usually only the immediate 
setting in which they met, resulting in several turns of setting-talk. Upon making 
both third-party and self-introductions, interlocutors usually try to self-present 
the information that claims common ground between interlocutors (Pillet-Shore 
2011), and interlocutors tend to engage in a lot of interactional work to establish 
the common ground they share when getting acquainted (Svennevig 2014). People 
might thus be more likely to engage in a conversation with those they think they 
have something in common, or they will stick to fairly superficial topics (such as 
the setting) if they do not perceive any additional common ground they could 
draw on.

Thus, while a lack of common ground might actually hinder interactions less 
than has traditionally been assumed at a conversational level, the perception of 
such a lack may still negatively affect interlocutor evaluations and perceptions 
of the interaction or keep them either fairly superficial or from occurring in the 
first place. Enfield’s (2008) assertion that common ground is crucial at a relational 
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level and influences the amount of trust, rapport and intimacy that interlocutors 
perceive to exist is also important here, as a perceived lack of common ground 
would likely lead to diminished trust, relational intimacy and solidarity among 
interlocutors.

The role that this perception plays thus needs to be investigated in more depth. 
What common ground do intercultural interlocutors perceive to be in place 
when they first meet? How does their perception affect their interactions and 
the evaluations of these interactions? How do they construct or enact common 
ground? Outside of a lab setting, these questions can only be investigated in a 
specific context, as the context and the progression over time in the creation/
perception of common ground also need to be closely investigated.

For this purpose, this chapter will explore these questions through a case 
study of intercultural teamwork in the setting of an MBA degree. Teamwork is an 
interesting context to explore common ground as, institutionally, team members 
have to interact regularly over a longer period of time and have to establish 
some form of common ground to be successful. Common ground has also been 
discussed in the context of teamwork and clearly been attributed great importance 
while also being seen as problematic, as I will outline in the next section.

Common ground in teamwork

Common ground is central to team interactions and collaborations in the 
workplace both at an affiliative and at a cognitive level: teams often need to work 
under time-pressure, self-manage responsibilities and be able to rely on each 
other’s contributions. This requires common ground to facilitate interactions and 
generate trust, a fact well established in teamwork studies (see Reissner-Roubicek, 
this volume). Langley (2012), for example, not only maintains that finding 
common ground is essential for building positive relationships in workplaces but 
also stresses that this can be particularly challenging in diverse workplaces and 
teams. Pouthier (2017) points out that

It is not enough for team members to share some common ground, it must 
be ‘embraced through performances’ (Fine and Hallett 2014: 1780), for the 
emotional charge carried by symbols decays if not revitalized through subsequent 
rituals (Collins 2004). (Pouthier 2017: 770)

As such common ground is not seen as something that is established once but that 
needs to be repeatedly performed, enacted and established in order for the team 
to reap its benefits.

Common ground may arise from different sources. Enfield (2013) makes a 
distinction between reciprocal and externally grounded relationships. Reciprocal 
relationships are defined as relationships where rights, obligations and status in the 
relationship are mutually defined (Enfield 2013), such as in a mother–daughter, 
waiter–customer or team member–team member relationship. Externally 
grounded relationships on the other hand are defined in relation to a third entity, 
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that is, by how interlocutors stand towards a third party or an object. In a team, this 
means that all members have a reciprocal relationship that is grounded in the team 
but could also discover or add additional external grounders to their relationship, 
such as liking the same football club or similar music, or having common friends 
or enemies. By definition, having more grounders would then result in additional 
common ground. As such, team members ideally build sufficient time into 
their team meetings to allow for both the performance and renewal of already 
established common ground, as well as pay attention to identifying additional 
grounders they can further base their relationships on. The perception of how 
many potential commonalities exist and whether these can be drawn upon and 
established as common ground in the team seems crucial here and should also 
inform the strategies team members use to construct common ground in their 
interactions.

Strategies for constructing common ground

Strategies for constructing common ground have received much research 
attention, although most of the research has focused on the more cognitive 
aspects of common ground, such as emergent common ground (Kecskes 2014) 
or the grounding of new information in delivery and receipt. In grounding, 
a number of micro-level strategies have been shown to play a role, including 
bare acknowledgements, non-verbal indications, repetitions, acknowledgement 
through indexicals and continuation (Clark 2015), and metapragmatic comments 
(Liu and Liu 2017). When looking at research on the affiliative aspects on common 
ground, the insights appear somewhat thinner.

Already in 1998, Spencer-Oatey and Xing pointed to the importance of 
actively establishing common ground in intercultural interactions and suggested 
that interlocutors with a rapport enhancement orientation engaged in strategic 
attempts to create common ground. Investigating the interactions in a meeting, 
they showed how participants pursued specific strategies, during their initial 
small talk, to create common ground between otherwise unfamiliar and culturally 
different others. The strategies they identified included: (1) displaying shared 
knowledge and shared experiences; (2) mentioning shared relationships; (3) 
stating assumptions and beliefs. It should be noted that in Spencer-Oatey and 
Xing’s (1998) data these exchanges were often accompanied by humour and a lot 
of positivity in the remarks. Debray (2018) showed how troubles talk and joint 
complaining about shared obstacles also helped to construct and enact common 
ground in teams, while Enfield (2008) argues that both the amount of interaction 
and the kind of information traded play a role in the amount of common ground 
created. He has also shown that where one interlocutor assumes too little common 
ground the other will carefully correct this and carefully work out and demonstrate 
the perceived existing common ground, as it might otherwise harm rapport 
(Enfield 2008).

Further research on the affiliative aspects of common ground is thus needed. 
What has been little investigated overall, but which seems to potentially have an 
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immense impact on intercultural interactions, are the perceptions and inferences 
of common ground that diverse interlocutors make initially. How these impact 
on social affiliation and how interlocutors then deal with common ground over 
time are relevant to educators and team leaders alike, as this perception might be 
influenced through team activities.

Methodology

The data

This study draws on data from a single case study of intercultural teamwork. The 
team was assembled as part of an MBA programme and needed to complete four 
separate, marked projects across a period of nine months. During this time, team 
meetings and team trainings were recorded, and fieldnotes were taken during 
social events and some of the initial team trainings, which included the whole 
MBA cohort.

The team was assembled by course coordinators with the goal to reflect as 
much diversity as possible. Table 3.1 gives an overview of the team composition 
in regard to different diversity categories. The data has been anonymized after 
collection and all names used are pseudonyms (Saunders, Kitzinger, and Kitzinger 
2015). Ethical approval for the research was granted, and participant consent was 
initially obtained prior to the research project but was also a question of ongoing 
negotiation as recommended by Miller and Bell (2012), and this was especially 
important given the long period of data collection.

From the 100 hours of recorded team meetings, about 25 hours were selected for 
transcription and analysis. The selection included one project (10 h) in its entirety 
in order to have insights into all stages of a project. The rest of the selection was 
made to reflect a spread of interactions across time while prioritizing meetings in 
which all team members were present. After transcription the data was imported 
to the data analysis software MAXQDA and was then manually coded in several 
iterations.

In the first round, data was coded for the way interlocutors talked about 
common ground and what they thought they had or did not have in common 
overtly or indirectly. ‘Culture’ quickly emerged as an important category here in 
the team’s narrative, thus any overt mention of the term ‘culture’ or ‘cultural’ was 
also coded for its use and context alongside any overt statements of similarity and 
difference.

In the second step, interactions were analysed and coded for the strategies the 
team used to construct affiliative common ground and highlight commonalities 
as opposed to differences interactionally. Here, it is important to note that while 
common ground is of course an ongoing issue and is subject to performance, 
negotiation and construction in any interaction, for the purpose of this chapter, 
the focus has been set on the affiliative dimension of common ground specifically, 
thus the way emergent common ground was constructed during meetings was not 
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a focus of the analysis. Instead, interactions with overt displays and constructions 
of community and of having shared knowledge beyond the immediate content of 
the interaction were coded and analysed.

The single case study design allows for an in-depth exploration of the way 
common ground was perceived and constructed in a specific context, amid a 
specific group of people. This is useful as it provides a deep understanding of the 
way common ground is inferred and dealt with but of course has limitations with 
respect to generalizability (Yin 2014). The purpose of this chapter, however, is 
not to make any claims about teamwork in general but to point to some of the 
implications and consequences that narratives around cultural differences can 
have on the perceptions of common ground in a team and to point to some of the 
social consequences that stem from this.

Perceptions of common ground

Cultural diversity as fundamental difference

From the beginning of the teamwork, a narrative was developed by which the team 
members were perceived as fundamentally different and thus lacking common 
ground – a ‘challenge’ they would have to deal with and ideally, solve. One aspect 
that contributed to this was the team composition and the institutional discourse 
that surrounded the team’s creation.

The team investigated here was part of a larger MBA cohort and worked 
alongside several other teams that had equally been assembled by facilitators. 
While the team in itself was very diverse (see Table 3.1), when looking across all 
teams, it was fairly obvious that all team compositions were very similar and that 
each team included two female and four to five male members, two South Asian 
members, one or two European or North American members, one or two East 
Asian members and one African member. In addition to these geographic and 
ethnic divisions, functional diversity had been taken into account, and where 
possible, one older member was included in the teams. How superficially similar 
all teams looked was fairly obvious to the student cohort and led to the following 
exchange on day 2 of class.

Table 3.1 Overview of Team Members and Composition

Name Age Gender Country of Origin Area of Expertise/Work
Akshya 28 Female India Marketing 
Alden 29 Male China Accounting
Bev 25 Female Nigeria Oil and gas
Bruno 39 Male Germany/Italy Sales
David 27 Male UK Oil and gas 
Jay 25 Male India Information Technology and Consultancy
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Extract 1:  2nd day of the teamwork: All teams are assembled in a lecture hall and 
facilitators have just asked if there are any questions left. (Interaction 
was recorded in fieldnotes, hence no close transcription is provided.)

 1 Student 1: Have we been allocated into teams randomly?
 2 Facilitator 1: No
 3 Student 2: hh There are at least two Indians in every team hh
 4  [laughter and applause from the student cohort]
 5 Facilitator 1:  That’s right and there are two ladies in each team and 

then different functional backgrounds
 6 Facilitator 2:   You were selected to reflect cultural diversity and 

that’s great cause it will challenge you

When given the opportunity in plenum, a student asks whether the team 
composition was random. When given the curt answer ‘no’, another student, 
who himself is Indian, laughingly comments that every team includes at least 
two Indians. This is received with loud laughter and applause by the room, 
which positions this utterance as both funny and brave: on the one hand it 
points to the fact that something might be verbalized here that all of them had 
thought, or discussed among themselves, but at the same time, the applause also 
constructs the utterance as brave and maybe a bit cheeky, that is, as something 
that ordinarily should not be mentioned explicitly. The utterance prompts an 
explicit confirmation that indeed diversity categories have been used in creating 
the team. Following on, another facilitator adds, ‘You were selected to reflect 
cultural diversity and that’s great cause it will challenge you.’ This constructs 
cultural diversity in terms of fairly superficial categories and simultaneously 
constructs this diversity not as enriching, or an inherent feature of the cohort, 
but as a purposefully created problem and challenge that the teams need to learn 
to solve or live with.

This type of framing is taken on board almost immediately by the team, 
which drew on culture (usually in a definition of national culture) as a salient 
category to explain challenges, but also sometimes as an excuse for mistakes. 
Extract 2 gives a good example of this, occurring on the same day as the previous 
exchange.

Extract 2:  The team has just completed a team training task successfully, in 
which deliberately little and confusing information was provided, so 
that the team had to work out the brief together. They are now sitting 
around a table with their facilitator, to debrief the training exercise.

 1 Facilitator:  Other thoughts on the aim, on how you clarified the 
aim or didn’t clarify the aim

 2 David:  [gives a series of task-specific considerations first and 
then concludes] It is difficult cause communication 
is\ obviously quite (.) uh it’s\it’s hard with\ you know\ 
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different cultures and backgrounds from everyone 
here\ I think we did enough this time to clarify and 
understood\ people were asking questions ‘oh I don’t 
understand or I still don’t get this’\ we certainly had a 
much better idea

Despite the fact that the team successfully managed to solve the task, David points 
to the ‘different cultures and backgrounds’ as causing problems for communication. 
It seems likely that this is meant as a euphemism for the fact that not all language 
abilities are exactly at the same level in the team, which was a much discussed 
‘problem’. But it noticeably again uses a diffuse sense of ‘different cultures’ to 
explain communication breakdowns, even though those have not even occurred 
in the task that is being discussed but whose appearance is apparently seen and 
emphasized as a possibility.

Bruno verbalizes a similar statement the next day after having completed 
another shared task, this time unsuccessfully.

Extract 3:  This utterance takes place during a debriefing session, where Bruno 
chips in to a discussion of what exactly has led to the team failing the 
task. The debrief takes place in a busy corridor and was recorded in 
form of fieldnotes.

Bruno:  It’s because we are all so different

Bruno personalizes the utterance more than David has, explicitly stating that ‘we’ 
are all so different and constructs a clear causality between their failure in the task 
and their cultural diversity. In none of these cases was this sense challenged by the 
present facilitators. Instead, they themselves contributed to establishing ‘national 
culture equals difference and challenges’ as the main frame through which diversity 
was approached (Piller 2017). At the same time, other framings would have been 
possible, such as ‘diversity as making the team more creative and potentially better 
than less diverse teams’ (DiStefano and Maznevski 2000; Adler and Gundersen 
2008); or as a great opportunity for establishing international networks and links 
that might be drawn on in the future.

Team members of course also spoke appreciatively about the opportunity to 
engage and learn from each other, so in their exchanges other frames were present. 
However, ‘culture as difference and problem’ remained the dominant framing 
in the initial stages of their teamwork, and with that, assumptions of very little 
common ground were established. Ironically, then, the idea that the team was very 
diverse and that this diversity would negatively impact team communication and 
the teamwork was one of the first very obvious assumptions that the team shared. 
While this became common ground, it was hardly common ground that fulfilled 
an affiliative purpose. It could have potentially developed this effect, but a more 
positive identity construction around diversity would have been needed than was 
the case.
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Existing common ground at the beginning

At the same time, some striking similarities also existed in the team, with all team 
members having decided (and were financially able) to leave their jobs, move to 
another country and begin an MBA with a clear goal to improve their positions and 
chances for a career in business. All had also worked abroad for at least some time 
and spoke more than one language and despite the fact that one team member was 
slightly older than the others this difference was minimized from the beginning and 
a sense of being of a similar age and at a similar career stage prevailed throughout 
the teamwork. Thus, there was scope for perceiving common ground. Team 
members could have created shared identities and with that communal common 
ground around the notion of being part of a young, global, highly mobile elite of 
future business leaders, or of being modern nomads, but this was not emphasized 
in the team. Instead, national identities and a sense of being different prevailed in a 
discourse focused on cultural differences instead of commonalities.

Aside from these – again structural and somewhat superficial – observations 
around commonalities, a number of shared assumptions were also evident from the 
beginning, such as that fundamentally democratic principles were to apply in the 
team and that all team members were required to actively participate. Participation 
was a huge topic initially as the team felt that not everyone was participating equally 
(see Debray and Spencer-Oatey 2019), thus many comments were made both in the 
interviews and in team meetings and closer analysis here shows that – while team 
members all cite different behaviours as ‘contributing’ or ‘participating’ – what is 
really seen as participation across team members is ‘speaking a lot in meetings’. 
Thus, even at a deeper level, specific task-relevant beliefs were clearly part of 
common ground and facilitated the teamwork – yet it seems they were often not 
recognized as such, leading to a potential overestimation of diversity in the team.

There were also some remarkable shared assumptions specifically in regard to 
cultural understandings and assumptions that went unchallenged.

Extract 4:  On day 2 of their teamwork training the team is standing with their 
facilitator in the corridor in front of a door behind which their next task 
will start. The following exchange occurs before the start of the task:

 1 Facilitator:  So that’s the brief and you got 25 minutes from now 
[puts the paper containing the brief on the floor]

 2 Bruno:  Okay [picks up brief and hands it to David] I would say 
David/ can you read it/ because you

 3 Akshya:  you can
 4 David:   [reads] Stock take/ background/ your company 

warehouse is located nearby/ the warehouse contains 
products that are consecutively numbered but stored 
randomly=

 5 Alden: =Slow/slow down please
 6 David:   Sorry [reads] The warehouse contains products that are 

consecutively numbered, but stored randomly
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Bruno nominates David to read out the brief and picks up the brief and directly 
hands the paper to him. Bruno starts to initiate an explanation stating ‘because 
you’ but does not complete the utterance. Akshya then also starts to initiate an 
explanation in line 3, backing up Bruno by picking up where he left of, but also 
ends up not committing to an explanation for choosing David.

Bruno in the debrief of this task eventually does give the explanation, which 
is the fact that David is a ‘native speaker’. David will end up reading out all briefs 
to the team (giving him ample opportunity to explain and frame briefs and make 
summary statements about their tasks) for the entire rest of the teamwork. This 
is never challenged, neither directly nor indirectly. This is particularly notable, as 
– while David is indeed an L1 speaker of English – he is not the only L1 speaker 
of English in the team: Bev also speaks English as her L1, and Akshya and Jay 
both indicated their command of English as ‘native’ as they have received all 
their schooling in English, though they speak other languages at home. However, 
a culture order (Holmes 2018) in which white British English is constructed as 
more valued and an understanding that not all Englishes are equal (at least in the 
context of a UK education institution) becomes apparent here. This assumption 
is apparently shared as it is not negotiated nor contested in any way, and in the 
interaction Bruno and Akshya work together to make this apparent. Interestingly, 
the potential disadvantage of having the ‘most fluent’ speaker read out the brief 
becomes quickly apparent as Alden immediately interrupts David’s reading flow in 
line 5 to ask David to slow down, an occurrence that is repeated almost every time 
a brief is read out. However, this does not prompt a re-evaluation of the assumption 
that David is the most suitable for the task. David is also called upon to proofread 
every assignment before submission as the linguistically ‘most competent’ member.

While a small example, this exemplifies how certain beliefs about power, 
cultural identities and diversities were shared by the team, from the moment 
of its inception, and required little negotiating to find common ground. Other 
examples could be given: beliefs about certain work practices and approaches, 
such as brainstorming and decision-making, required little explicit negotiation 
and knowledge, and ideas of certain work processes were quite obviously shared – 
however, these commonalities were taken as normal and obvious, instead of being 
seen as instances of commonalities, while differences were noticed and interpreted 
as a lack of common ground.

This raises the question of how the team has – or has not – constructed 
common ground from here. The next sections will trace some of the strategies 
team members have engaged in.

Strategies for creating common ground

Identifying cultural commonalities

From the recorded data there was a fairly large difference in the way common 
ground was created at the team level compared with between two individuals. 
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Given that their cultural diversity was seen as one of the reasons that little common 
ground existed, one would anticipate that finding cultural common ground 
would help to bridge this gap and allow the team to feel more in tune. Strikingly, 
conversations that seemed targeted at discovering and enacting communal 
common ground, that is, common ground that is inferred based on identities 
and group memberships almost exclusively happened between individual team 
members but not at the team level (i.e. with all team members present and as part 
of a team interaction with the joint attention focused on the interaction).

Between individual members such interactions occurred in varying frequencies. 
The next extract provides an example of such an overt creation of cultural common 
ground between the two female members of the team.

Extract 5:  Before the start of a meeting, Bev and Akshya discuss the experience of 
being a woman in their respective home countries, India and Nigeria. 
This segment is part of a longer exchange about the topic.

 1 Akshya:  In India (.) women are big/ uhm biggest enemies of 
women because THEY do a lot of moral policing (.) 
they‘re [like (.) why do you do that?

 2 Bev:  [YEAH my mum called me the other day 
 “»WHAT you doing Bev«/ you‘re still at scho::ol”=
 3 Akshya: =yeah.
 4 Bev: “»What is [your husband supposed to EAT?«”
 5 Akshya: [yeah/ my mum does that
 6 Bev: “Have you cooked for him?“=
 7 Akshya: =EXACTLY

This exchange occurs about two months into the teamwork and appears to be their 
first exchange on the topic of women in their respective home societies – though 
the topic is later revisited many times, performing and enacting the common 
ground that is initially being constructed here. The interaction was brought on 
by a moment in class in which Akshya argued for advocating for women in India, 
which Bev compliments her on just before this exchange – the two then engage 
in a longer exchange in which they share their experience of being a woman in 
a patriarchal society and construct a lot of commonalities in the way women are 
treated in India and Nigeria – and importantly, the way they themselves experience 
gendered behaviour.

The turn-taking is fairly fast and a lot of overlap and latching exists between 
all turns; however, these remain collaborative throughout and we have clear 
indications of uptake of the other’s utterances (i.e. in lines 2, 5 and 7) showing that 
they are carefully listening to the other’s contribution, in spite of the overlaps and 
the fast pace. While the topic is not a particularly pleasant one, the interaction 
itself is very animated and features a lot of emphasis, variations in speed and 
pitch of delivered utterances, overall contributing to a sense of excitement that 
seems to run through the entire interaction and that seems present, because the 
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other not just takes an interest in these experiences but actually shares them 
and reciprocally volunteers their experiences. Akshya and Bev thus construct 
communal common ground here by constructing ‘their cultures’ as similar, not 
different, and by simultaneously enacting this similarity in the interaction by way 
of overlap, supportive utterances and mirroring each other’s contributions (i.e. line 
3 ‘Yeah my mum called me the other day’ and line 5: ‘yeah my mum does that’). 
This constructs affiliative common ground in the sense that, through Bev’s initial 
compliment to Akshya about her contribution in class and this excited discussion, 
a sense of solidarity and of sharing the same experiences is created, which seems 
to stretch beyond the immediate boundaries of this interaction. The fact that this 
topic is revisited repeatedly by Akshya and Bev over the course of the teamwork 
also suggests this transcendence of the immediate context, and the topic becomes 
the source of a shared performance of common ground.

However, such ‘discoveries’ of cultural common ground are very rare: in fact, 
over the course of the nine months of teamwork, only a few interactions that 
challenge the assumption that the team’s respective cultures are fundamentally 
different take place at the team level. This is not just a question of uptake: very few 
topics seem to be brought up that would offer an opportunity for more personal 
exchanges or conversations about cultural matters. In some moments information 
seems to be almost deliberately withheld from the team, as Extract 6 shows.

Extract 6:  The following exchange takes place in the team’s messenger chat, after 
David has noticed Bruno’s absence from their classes.

12.25 David: Hope your ok Bruno

12.36 Bruno:  Hi David, thx, I am fine. Will be back in {University} 
tomorrow evening. I am in {hometown} for private 
commitments.

The exchange is posted in the team’s shared messenger chat, thus all other team 
members have likely read it, but no further message is sent on this topic (or in fact 
on the same day), not even by David who initiates the exchange. Bruno’s relative 
cryptic remark about ‘private commitments’ does not invite any further questions, 
but also does not offer much anyone could say in response; hence it is received only 
by silence. Enfield (2008) emphasizes that the amount and quality of information 
traded in interaction is crucial in constructing common ground and also marks 
relational closeness at different levels. Thus, sharing little information constructs 
the relationships as distant, and unsurprisingly sharing little information results in 
constructing little common ground. It should be noted that this is not an isolated 
incident, there are other moments where team members cite ‘personal or private 
commitments or reasons’, without revealing personal information, and the amount 
of personal information exchanged overall remains fairly limited.

That does not mean that no common ground is constructed at the team level. 
However, it means that the common ground that is constructed is related much 
more tightly to the team’s shared experience in the here and now and less to 
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their other identities and communities outside of the MBA experience. Extract 7 
provides an example of such an enactment of common ground.

Extract 7:  At the start of a team meeting, the meeting room’s computer does not 
boot correctly, leading Jay to hit several keys on the keyboard, which 
subsequently freezes.

 1 Akshya: AH AH [AH A::::H
 2 Jay: [Ahhh=
 3 Bruno: = OH Oh oh.
 4 Bev: why is everybody singing something?
 5 Bruno: that’s an asset (.) that’s an
 6  ((laughter))
 7 David: you just depreciated it hh
 8  ((prolongued laughter))=
 9 Bruno:  =otherwise there is going to be 
 a large depreciation hh
 10 Akshya: that keyboard is screwed now.
 11 Bev: how can a keyboard be screwed by that?

The interaction and the humour might seem cryptic at first reading – a sure sign 
that common ground is at play that, as outsiders, we likely have no access to. In 
the first three lines the team members react to the supposedly broken keyboard, 
with exclamations that appear so exaggerated as to be humorous and thus not 
actually blame Jay for breaking it. Bev in line 4 appears not to understand the 
exclamations of her colleagues, but instead of answering her, in line 5 Bruno 
continues the jocular treatment of the incident by stating ‘that’s an asset that’s 
an’ which is immediately followed, and partially drowned out, by loud laughter 
from the entire team. Bruno’s joke draws on common ground created through 
their joint participation in an accounting class, which already before has been 
the butt of jokes. The recipient laughter (line 6) makes it clear that all team 
members position themselves as having understood and being appreciative of the 
joke. David and Bruno then continue to build on the joke by making reference 
to another accounting category (depreciation), which again is received with 
communal and shared laughter. Common ground beyond the immediate team 
context is enacted here as Bruno’s joke points to other commonalities they share. 
Through this exchange no new common ground is necessarily discovered: jokes 
about accounting classes have been made before, and all of them know that they 
are all taking the same accounting class, so this mostly represents an example in 
which their common ground is ‘embraced through performance’ (Pouthier 2017: 
770). This is one of many such examples (see Debray 2018 for further examples) 
that undoubtedly form an important part of team interaction and overall help to 
construct a good mood in the team and help to establish solidarity; however, it 
does not add any new external grounders (Enfield 2013) to the relationships – 
something that remained fairly scarce in the team up until the very end.
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Implications and conclusions

The team had established very early on a perception that they did not have much 
in common. This was at least in part due to a discourse of a fairly narrowly defined 
form of cultural-diversity-as-challenge and diffe rent- cultu res-a s-fun damen tal-d 
iffer ences . This is not a surprising understanding, as even in contexts that endorse 
cultural diversity such a framing of culture is common (see Piller 2017 for the 
argument that this framing underpins virtually all intercultural communication 
and diversity discourses). As a case in point, all participants seemed familiar with 
and seemed to subscribe to such a framing, despite their different industries, 
educational and national backgrounds. This was further enforced by the 
institutional discourse represented through the facilitators.

This assumption seems to have had relatively little effect on their ability to 
create meaning. This is not to say that it did not have any impact – it likely did, but 
at least despite these perceived fundamental differences no big communication 
breakdowns were observed and usually team meetings often progressed quite 
smoothly. Of course, there are some instances of turbulences or conflict in 
the data (see Debray and Spencer-Oatey 2019; Debray 2020), but it is far from 
straightforward to attribute these simplistically to cultural factors. This might 
have been due to the fact that there was more common ground than assumed or 
to the fact that team members accommodated enough to each other because of 
the perceived lack of common ground, to make communication accessible and 
possible, as has also been demonstrated by Kecskes (2014).

The perception of lacking common ground seems to have had an immense 
effect, however, on their sense of social affiliation and the way they tried to 
construct common ground throughout their team’s lifecycle. Since a narrative 
of difference prevailed, ‘finding common ground’ appears to have been less of 
an option and very few attempts to constructing deeper level common ground 
and social affiliation appear to have been made – with Akshya and Bev being the 
exception, rather than the rule. Incidentally, the two of them ended up being very 
close friends, thus developing a stronger sense of social affiliation and bridging 
the perception of cultural differences. The other team relations are, for the most 
part, certainly very friendly and team members clearly seem to want to get on well 
with each other and sometimes even spend time with each other outside of team 
meetings. They are rarely very deep, though, and usually do not seek to construct 
additional grounders or discover existing common ground (though note that this 
is potentially the case between individual team members. For this study mostly 
team interactions were observed).

Spencer-Oatey and Kádár (2021: 291ff) point to the importance of common 
ground for relationships and highlight that intercultural interactants may struggle 
to identify topics for conversation, hindering their ability to foster relations. This 
chapter adds empirical insights to this observation, showing the consequences 
of a perceived lack of common ground for relationships more broadly and 
demonstrating the crucial importance of (perceived) common ground for the 
construction of intercultural relations. The case study further illustrates the need 
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to treat the affiliative side of common ground as its own important area of research 
alongside the cognitive side of common ground. More research is needed in this 
area, as the two sides do not necessarily appear to coincide and the conditions 
under which affiliative common ground is constructed, as well as the strategies 
used to construct it, need further exploration.

We have also seen how institutional discourses impact the perception of common 
ground and thus the relationships formed within the institution, which has important 
implications for educators and educational institutions as well as for intercultural 
practitioners, such as trainers and coaches. Higher education institutions as well as 
big companies often produce a narrative of being internationalized institutions and of 
hosting and bringing together people from all over the world. This, however, clashes 
with a discourse of culture-as-difference and challenge that was quite uncritically 
reproduced in one such internationalized institution in the data collected for this 
study. How culture is talked about in institutions and teams clearly has implications 
for the way people interact and collaborate and for the relationships people build 
with each other. A discourse of culture-as-difference can make the construction 
of profound relationships and the discovery of common ground harder than a 
potential positive discourse that emphasizes common ground and shared identities, 
which inevitably exist in an institutional context. While it might not be possible to 
completely alter such a discourse, institutions and educators could engage with this 
topic more deliberately and, for example, also introduce counter-discourses that 
emphasize commonalities and shared identities (i.e. members as global nomads), 
and challenge uncritical narratives around culture-as-difference when reproduced 
among team members or students.

This is not to argue that no real cultural differences may be encountered 
amid students, team members or co-workers, but in the case here, the discourse 
of cultural differences made people somewhat blind to the commonalities they 
shared. Helping intercultural teams and diverse classrooms to also recognize 
their commonalities, instead of just understanding and managing differences, 
constitutes a very important contribution that intercultural educators can make to 
improve intercultural communication and relationships.

Appendix

Transcription key

Symbol Meaning
/ Intonation unit boundary
[ Overlapping talk
. Falling intonation
? High rising terminal
: Lengthened sound
(.) Short pause
= Unit follows another with no discernible interval
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[word] Description of activity
CAPS Louder voice
“utterance” Reported speech
»utterance« Noticeably faster delivery than adjacent talk
((laughter)) Several/all interlocutors laugh jointly
hh Individual laughter
word Emphasis
{word} Anonymized term
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hapter C 4

BUILDING INTERCULTURAL RELATIONSHIPS 
THROUGH EMAILS

Jiayi Wang

Introduction

Email communication is ubiquitous in today’s globalized world, and managing 
intercultural relationships through email is increasingly imperative. A growing 
number of universities have published guidelines for students and staff on email 
etiquette (e.g. Cambridge University 2021; Yale University 2021). This signals that 
determining how to best construct messages that can achieve communication goals 
while appropriately reflecting the social status of the participants can be challenging 
for L1 and L2 speakers alike. While there is little research on L1 speakers, research 
in the field of L2 pragmatics has highlighted that L2 speakers – even highly 
proficient ones – may have difficulty constructing status-unequal emails, partly due 
to a lack of broadly accepted conventions for this hybrid form of oral and written 
communication and partly due to pragmatic and cultural differences (Economidou-
Kogetsidis 2011, 2018; Wang and Halenko 2022b). While a considerable number 
of studies have investigated L2 email discourse, intercultural rapport management 
and evaluation through email have rarely been examined.

This chapter addresses this gap in the research by examining Chinese L2 users’ 
rapport-building strategies and British L1 and Chinese L2 English users’ evaluations 
of these strategies. Specifically, it reports on a study that explored (1) how Chinese 
L2 English users build relationships in email communication compared to L1 
users, (2) how L1 and L2 speakers evaluate these relationship-building strategies 
and (3) the rationale behind these perceptions. The study compared Chinese L2 
users’ request emails to faculty with those of British students collected over a year. 
Additionally, individual and focus group interviews were conducted to reflect on 
the email data, and the British L1 and Chinese L2 users’ evaluations of the L2 
users’ relational strategies were analysed.

The next section reviews intercultural studies on rapport management and 
evaluation, as well as email requests from an L2 or English as a foreign language 
(EFL) user. The chapter then introduces the three data types employed by the 
study to analyse email practices, perceptions and evaluations. Next, it presents 
and summarizes the findings of the three research questions. Then, it explores 
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the research and pedagogical implications of the results, and finally, it highlights 
suggestions for future research to extend the understanding of how to build and 
manage intercultural relationships successfully through email.

Literature review

Conceptualizing intercultural interaction

Intercultural interaction refers to interactions between people from different 
cultural backgrounds, involving linguistic and non-linguistic behaviours and their 
contextual interpretations. Some intercultural studies have employed the term 
‘intercultural’ without defining it, automatically treating the interactions between 
members of different language, ethnic and/or national groups as intercultural and 
labelling those interactions as such (e.g. Wang and Spencer-Oatey 2014, 2015a, 
2015b). However, if group membership determines culture, then all interactions 
could be intercultural, as individuals often simultaneously hold multiple identities, 
for example, racial, professional and organizational identities (Spencer-Oatey and 
Wang 2017). Nevertheless, since folk conceptualizations should be accommodated 
by broader theorization, understanding intercultural interactions as they are 
perceived in real life may serve as a good starting point for research. In other 
words, while the use of big labels, such as ‘Chinese’ and ‘British’, is controversial 
(Holliday 1999), awareness of how participants perceive and use these labels can 
provide empirical evidence for further abstraction. Moreover, there is an emerging 
call for intercultural researchers to prioritize the perceptions and interpretations 
of group members (Banks 2010; Spencer-Oatey and Kádár 2021).

Therefore, this study used the perceptions of the email writers to define what 
was ‘intercultural’. It focused on the participants’ usage of these group membership 
terms and labels to interpret and manage relationships that culture was likely to 
affect. In this study, all Chinese L2 email users regarded their email communication 
with their British professors as an intercultural interaction; therefore, all the L2 
email data were treated as intercultural email communications.

Managing relationships across cultures

‘Relationship’ is a broad-ranging term in daily usage. The definition of the term 
is seemingly easy to grasp, but its folk conceptualizations can obscure different 
research perspectives. Within pragmatics, since the ‘relational turn’, various labels 
and terms have emerged, including ‘relational work’ (Locher and Watts 2005), 
‘relational practice’ (Holmes et al. 2011) and ‘rapport management’ (Spencer-
Oatey 2008).

First used by Locher and Watts (2005), ‘relational work’ refers to ‘all aspects of 
the work invested by individuals in the construction, maintenance, reproduction, 
and transformation of interpersonal relationships among those engaged in 
social practice’ (p. 96). By concentrating primarily on the discursive struggle 
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over politeness, relational work ‘positions itself as a discursive approach to the 
management of relational meaning’ (Langlotz and Locher 2013: 88), that is, 
how people negotiate the meaning of politeness in verbal interaction. Given its 
discursive starting point, research on relational work has largely been limited to 
analysing utterances.

Taking a somewhat different perspective, Holmes and colleagues (Holmes 
and Marra 2004; Holmes et al. 2011) focused on the manifestations of relational 
practice in workplace discourse. They adopted the term ‘relational practice’ (RP) 
from Fletcher (2001), who defined the term as a way of working that reflects 
relational logic regarding effectiveness and requires considerable relational skills – 
such as empathy, mutuality, reciprocity and a sensitivity to emotional context – to 
analyse intercultural workplace discourse. Using naturally occurring conversation 
data collected in New Zealand, Holmes and colleagues (Holmes and Marra 2004; 
Holmes et al. 2011) illustrated how RP is performed through, for example, humour 
and small talk in the workplace, and showed that RP is important in the running of 
departments and organizations.

In comparison, Spencer-Oatey’s (2008) rapport management theory seems to 
emphasize the reverse. Rapport was defined as ‘people’s subjective perceptions of 
(dis)harmony or smoothness-turbulence and warmth-antagonism in interpersonal 
relations’ (Spencer-Oatey and Franklin 2009: 102). Rather than limiting her focus 
to discourse, Spencer-Oatey concentrated on the conceptualization of relationships 
and affective perceptions, particularly in intercultural settings (Spencer-Oatey 
2011). Her framework defines three bases of rapport – face, interactional goals 
and sociality rights and obligations – and proposes that people can hold four main 
rapport orientations: enhancement, maintenance, neglect and challenge. Rapport 
enhancement orientation is the focus of this study. Spencer-Oatey’s framework 
has been widely adopted to analyse intercultural encounters, such as university 
seminars (Nakane 2006), sales negotiations (Planken 2005) and American Chinese 
official interactions (Wang and Spencer-Oatey 2015a).

Although these studies have enabled consideration of relational management 
from different perspectives, most have focused primarily on face-to-face 
interactions (e.g. Wang and Spencer-Oatey 2015a), with a few exceptions (e.g. 
studies on email relationships; Bjørge 2007; Rau and Rau 2016). Thus, further 
study of intercultural email rapport is needed.

Spencer-Oatey recently extended her influential rapport management 
framework to rapport evaluation (Spencer-Oatey and Kádár 2021). In addition to 
interpersonal sensitivities around the bases of rapport, the framework now includes 
the socio-moral order as another level of evaluation warrant, which consists of 
social conventions and moral values and principles that participants draw on 
when making judgements. Individuals bring their expectations into interaction. 
If a behaviour falls within or only slightly outside their normalcy zones, it may 
pass unnoticed. If the deviation is greater and falls outside their normalcy zones, 
the behaviour will trigger politeness evaluation. The expansion of the rapport 
management framework was achieved by exploring theoretical frameworks and 
empirical work from other disciplines, notably cross-cultural psychology (e.g. 
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Schwartz 2011) and moral psychology (e.g. Haidt and Kesebir 2010). Given the 
increasing importance of building relationships through intercultural email 
communication, as well as the lack of research in this area, the present study 
applied this framework (Spencer-Oatey 2008; Spencer-Oatey and Kádár 2021) to 
explore intercultural rapport management and evaluation through email.

Email requests using English as a second or foreign language

Research has shown that users of English as a second language can struggle with 
certain pragmatic aspects of composing status-congruent emails (Economidou-
Kogetsidis 2018; Wang and Halenko 2022b). Common features have been found 
in L2 request emails to faculty, including inappropriate terms of address, weak 
reasons or justifications, preferences for directness and formality, insufficient 
mitigation and failure to acknowledge the imposition on staff (Chen 2015; Chen 
et al. 2016; Economidou-Kogetsidis 2011; Li 2018; Wang 2011). Additionally, L2 
requests may not give the faculty choice in complying with the request and may 
present a tight time frame (e.g. ‘Please answer me as soon as possible’; Economidou-
Kogetsidis 2011).

Some of these features may be attributed to the influence of the users’ language 
and culture. For example, regarding delayed requests and preferences for directness, 
prior research has found that an inductive approach is preferred over a deductive 
approach in Chinese status-unequal requests (Zhu 2017). This means that effort 
is spent on elaboration of background information before expression of the 
request itself. In Chinese language and culture, supportive moves are considered 
mandatory, and direct request strategies tend to be used in head acts (e.g. ‘I 
want a reference letter’), because these acts do not necessarily play a key role in 
expressing politeness (Zhu 2017). However, in English-language interaction, such 
a requesting strategy could easily become face-threatening and evoke a negative 
response from the faculty. Reports of faculty feeling disturbed and irritated by 
inappropriate L2 emails abound (Biesenbach-Lucas 2007; Danielewicz-Betz 2013); 
however, only a few studies have investigated faculty perceptions and evaluations 
of L2 emails (Economidou-Kogetsidis 2011, 2016; Hartford and Bardovi-Harlig 
1996; Hendriks 2010).

Hartford and Bardovi-Harlig’s (1996) study discussed the affective response 
(positive or negative) to sixty-five L2 and thirty-four L1 emails of the faculty 
recipient and non-recipient faculty member who were the authors of the study. 
Because students do not have the institutional status to issue directives to faculty 
(e.g. ‘I would like to have my oral defense on the 25th of Aug . . . please tell me 
whether or not this date . . . is OK’; Hartford and Bardovi-Harlig 1996: 59), the 
use of these forms put the emails seriously out of status. Furthermore, the authors 
found that L2 students used personal time needs (e.g. ‘I . . . have to go back to Japan 
by the first week of Sept’; Hartford and Bardovi-Harlig 1996: 66) more often than 
L1 speakers, who tended to appeal to institutional deadlines. Non-native speakers 
employed fewer downgraders and acknowledged the imposition of the request on 
the faculty less frequently than the native speakers did; these actions generally 
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allowed less room for negotiation. The negative affect requests were deemed rude 
or inappropriate, producing some level of desire not to fulfil the request (Hartford 
and Bardovi-Harlig 1996). Similarly, Hendriks (2010) found that the underuse of 
request modifications by L2 Dutch speakers of English had a negative effect on the 
L1 speakers’ perceptions of the sender’s personality.

Economidou-Kogetsidis (2011) investigated British lecturers’ perceptions 
of Greek students’ emails. A perception questionnaire was used to examine the 
extent to which the British lecturers perceived six unmodified and direct student 
emails as impolite and abrupt. The email stating ‘Please note what changes should 
be made’ was perceived as the least polite; the staff were irritated by the use of 
the imperative, the salutation, opening and closing were missing, and ‘please’ as a 
politeness marker was not a strong enough mitigator. Furthermore, the request was 
not status-congruent, revealing the student’s misinterpretation of his/her rights 
and the faculty’s obligations (Economidou-Kogetsidis 2011). In Economidou-
Kogetsidis’s (2016) follow-up study, she used a similar approach to investigate 
perceptions by both students and staff. The findings revealed significant perceptual 
mismatches of what is appropriate between the two groups. Once again, it showed 
that emails had an impact on participants’ evaluation of the personality of the 
sender. The British lecturers evaluated the personality of the sender significantly 
less favourably than the Greek students. All of these perceptions could affect the 
formation of successful interpersonal relationships.

The perception studies discussed earlier have shed light on the possible 
relational consequences. Nevertheless, research on rapport management in L2 
emails has been lacking, with a few exceptions. Rau and Rau (2016) examined 
how a group of Taiwanese graduate students of STEM subjects negotiated personal 
relationships with an American writing instructor through email terms of address. 
They found that, despite the instruction, most students retained the same address 
terms throughout the course and that the perceived lack of need to negotiate 
personal relationships might impede their pragmatic development.

Bjørge (2007) investigated a wider range of L2 groups. Drawing on Hofstede’s 
(2001) scores of power distance (PD), which refers to the extent to which hierarchical 
differences are accepted and expected in a culture, 344 English emails written by 
110 international students in Norway (who were from over 30 countries) were 
analysed. The analysis found that uncertainty about what relationship was implied 
in the various forms of address and closing led L2 users to choose options that 
they perceived as safe. Students from relatively high PD cultures, including China, 
France, Belgium, Italy, Russia and Poland, were more likely to opt for formal terms 
of address, despite being taught in an informal atmosphere in Norway. Therefore, 
Bjørge (2007) stated:

Native speakers of English should have their attention drawn to the fact that 
cultural differences influence English lingua franca communication, and 
that non-native speakers communicating in English do not necessarily share 
the rhetorical conventions of native speakers concerning issues of rapport 
management such as formality, directness and relationship-building. (p. 76)
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Thus, L1 and L2 groups may have different conventions regarding rapport 
management. L2 email pragmatic competence regarding these conventions 
may develop slowly and separately from language proficiency, even in an L2 
environment. Moreover, L2 pragmatic infelicities may be perceived rather 
negatively by L1 speakers and lead to serious relational consequences. To better 
promote intercultural awareness, intercultural rapport management through 
email warrants further research.

The study

This research study aimed to address the following questions:

 1. What are the email rapport-building strategies of Chinese L2 users 
compared to those of L1 users?

 2. What are the L1 and L2 speakers’ perceptions of these strategies?
 3. What is the rationale behind these perceptions?

To answer the research questions, three types of data were employed. First, 345 
naturally occurring L1 and L2 email requests to faculty were collected over a year. 
Second, two retrospective focus group interviews and five individual retrospective 
interviews were conducted with the L2 email writers to reflect on the development 
of their L2 email practices during study abroad, in addition to two focus groups 
with British and Chinese raters who rated the relational strategies. The third type 
of data comprised codings, ratings and evaluations of the emails by the Chinese 
and British raters, that is, five Chinese and five British speakers of English (three 
students and two lecturers from each group).

Naturally occurring email requests to faculty

The email data set comprised 345 authentic emails to faculty: 170 sent by L2 
English users during their year abroad in England and 175 sent by L1 English users 
at a British university. The two corpora were comparable, especially regarding the 
profile of the email users, corpus size and request type.

The L2 participants were fifteen L2 English users ranging from twenty-two 
to twenty-eight years old who were enrolled in a postgraduate programme in 
England. These students had completed a bachelor’s degree in China, mostly 
in English/TESOL; eleven of them came from a partner university in Shanghai 
and had already completed one year of master’s studies there. None of them had 
studied abroad before. The Chinese students’ L2 English proficiency level was 
upper-intermediate to advanced (B2–C1 on the Common European Framework 
of Reference for Languages), which was the English-language requirement for 
joining the programme. The L1 email writers were twenty-nine British speakers of 
English ranging from twenty-two to thirty-five years old who were in the same or 
similar postgraduate programmes at the same British university.
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Individual and focus group interviews

Individual interviews averaging twenty minutes long were held with five L2 
email writers at the end of their year abroad in England. During the interview, 
all the students’ emails were presented to them in chronological order to help 
them reflect on the development of their email practices. Additionally, two focus 
groups (one at the end of each semester) were conducted with all the L2 email 
writers: one with an English and a Chinese moderator and one with the Chinese 
moderator. All the L2 emails were anonymized and shared with the participants. 
Subsequently, another two focus group interviews – one with five Chinese raters 
and one with five British raters – were conducted after the rating process, which 
will be described in detail further. Each focus group interview lasted about an 
hour, and the recorded interviews were transcribed and analysed thematically in 
NVivo.

Codings, ratings and evaluations of the emails

Evaluation is particularly important in intercultural settings in which there is a 
sense of pragmatic uncertainty (Spencer-Oatey and Kádár 2021). To explore 
the variations in interpretation and evaluation, a group of five Chinese L2 users 
was asked individually to identify the relationship-building strategies from the 
anonymized L1 and L2 email data, which were mixed. The coding scheme used in 
this study (Appendix 1) was an adaptation of the methods used by Economidou-
Kogetsidis (2011), Woodfield (2012) and Li (2018). The group of Chinese L2 raters 
was then asked to rate their perceptions of the strategies identified on a five-point 
Likert scale: 1 (very negative), 2 (negative), 3 (neutral), 4 (positive) and 5 (very 
positive). They provided comments to explain their rating. Next, a group of five 
British L1 speakers was given the same email data marked with the relationship-
building strategies identified by their Chinese peers but without the scores and 
comments. They were asked to rate their perceptions of these strategies individually 
on the same Likert scale and to provide comments explaining their rationale for 
the score. After the rating process, a focus group interview was conducted with 
each rater group.

All participants consented to the use of each data type. All data were anonymized 
by giving each participant a code (CP1/BP1 = Chinese/British Participant 1 in 
the email data set; CR1/BR1 = Chinese/British Rater 1 in the coding, rating and 
evaluation data set). All names mentioned in the email and interview data were 
replaced with pseudonyms.

Findings

The analyses of the three data types revealed markedly different patterns of (1) 
relationship-building strategies, (2) strategy perceptions and (3) rationale between 
the Chinese L2 users and the British L1 users.
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Relationship-building strategies

The Chinese raters identified several relationship-building strategies in the 345 
authentic emails, including small talk, formal terms of address, greetings and 
appreciators (Table 4.1).

Overall, the L2 emails (average, seventy-six words per email) were longer than 
the L1 emails (average, forty-two words per email), and the L2 users employed 
significantly more relationship-building strategies than the L1 English speakers, 
notably small talk, formal terms of address and greetings. First, the L2 email 
writers used about five times as many instances of small talk (101 instances) as 
the L1 group (21 instances). Small talk in this study was broadly defined as a 
non-greeting, pre-request utterance that has no explicit transactional focus and 
is intended to establish a positive atmosphere (Coupland 2014; Schauer 2006; 
Schneider 2008). The L2 group was more likely to engage in small talk, and when 
they did so, the small talk was often lengthier. For example,

I have received my marks, which I am very satisfied with, because I am a non-
English major student, so I am weaker than others. You have always encouraged 
me patiently and have given me huge support. I am unable to make such huge 
progress without you. I have finished the book I borrowed from you, and I want 
to return it to you. When are you in your office? (CP12, L2 email data set)

In this example, the Chinese student did not initiate the request until the end of the 
email, and the italicized section before the request seemed irrelevant. However, the 
long pre-request chit-chat was unanimously identified by the Chinese respondents 
as an important relationship-building strategy: ‘having some phatic talk before 
saying “I want you to help me do something”’ is prevalent in the Chinese language/
culture and is essential in ‘building rapport and expressing politeness’ (CP1). The 
use of this small talk highlighted the importance of relationship-building to the 
Chinese participants (Spencer-Oatey and Wang 2019). These strategy perceptions 
are explored extensively in the next section.

Second, the Chinese respondents identified the use of formal terms of address 
as a relationship-building strategy, whereas the British respondents did not share 
this perception. Formal address terms were predominately used by the L2 speakers 
(thirty instances) rather than the L1 users (one instance), as shown in Table 4.2.

Table 4.1 Relationship-Building Strategies in the L2 and L1 Email Corpora

Strategy L2 Users L1 Users L2 Example
Small talk 101 (59.4%) * 21 (12%) My classmates and I went to Liverpool during the 

weekend, and we all love Liverpool . . . Can I 
send my draft to you later this week . . .

Formal terms of address 30 (17.6%) 1 (0.6%) Professor Richardson
Greetings 27 (15.9%) 12 (6.9%) How do you do?
Appreciators 55 (32.4%) 45 (25.7%) Thank you. 

*The percentage refers to the percentage of emails in each email data set which contain this relational strategy.
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All the Chinese participants believed that no matter what their relationship 
with the faculty, addressing their teachers by professional titles rather than by their 
first name only (including those non-native instances like ‘Teacher Jane’) showed 
respect and built rapport. In contrast, British L1 users never used formal terms 
of address (with the exception of one case). The British focus group interviewees 
explicitly stated that ‘British students call lecturers by their first name’ regardless 
of their academic ranks and age and that ‘there is nothing wrong with that’. These 
statements implied different cultural patterning (Spencer-Oatey and Kádár 2021) 
regarding the norms of address terms.

The third relationship-building strategy that was more prevalent in the L2 
data was greetings. The L2 users employed twice as many greetings (twenty-
seven instances) as the L1 users (twelve instances) did. Table 4.3 illustrates the 
distribution of greetings across the two groups.

As seen in Table 4.3, the greeting ‘How do you do?’ was exclusive to the L2 data. 
The Chinese participants (CP9 and CP14) who used it in their emails explained in 
their interviews that they ‘stopped using it’ upon discovering that ‘no one seemed 
to use it in the UK’ (CP14). However, these participants were still unclear about 
when to use this greeting, which according to what they had learned in China 
was the most important English greeting. CP14 intentionally raised the question 
about when to use this greeting to the English moderator in the first focus group 
interview, when the group reflected on the email data they had produced in the 
first semester (see the following extract).

Excerpt from the first focus group interview

CP14: When to use ‘how do you do’?
  (CP14 looks at the English moderator when she raises the question. 

The other Chinese participants also turn their heads to face the 
English moderator.)

Table 4.2 Formal Terms of Address in the L2 and L1 Email Corpora

Formal Terms of Address L2 Users L1 Users L2 Example
Professor [Surname] 10 (5.9%) 0 Professor Richardson
Teacher [Surname] 9 (5.3%) 0 Teacher Richardson
Dr./Dr [Surname] 7 (4.1%) 1 (0.6%) Dr Richardson
Teacher [First name] 4 (2.4%) 0 Teacher Jane 

Table 4.3 Greetings in the L2 and L1 Email Corpora

Greetings L2 Users L1 Users
(I) hope you are (doing) /you’re /your family is well. 18 (10.6%) 5 (2.9%)
How are you? 5 (2.9%) 5 (2.9%)
How do you do? 3 (1.8%) 0
Good morning/afternoon 1 (0.6%) 2 (1.1%)



 4. Building Intercultural Relationships through Emails  81

English moderator: Probably when I meet the Queen!
 (Everyone laughs.)

The interaction shown here demonstrates the difficulty of students acquiring 
the sociopragmatics of greeting forms during their year in England, even for 
those highly proficient ones like CP14, who had the highest IELTS score (overall 
score 8.0) among the Chinese participants. Sociopragmatics, which refers to 
knowledge of the sociocultural rules that govern linguistic resources needed 
for communication, may be slower to develop than pragmalinguistics (i.e. the 
knowledge of those linguistic resources) in an L2 (Hassall 2012). These findings 
were in agreement with the results of some prior studies (Hassall 2012; Halenko 
and Wang 2022; Wang and Halenko 2019b, 2022a, 2022b). The reasons for the slow 
sociopragmatic development could be multifold, with many influencing factors, 
including length of stay, exposure to the pragmatic target, individual differences 
and so on (Ishihara and Cohen 2010; Vidal and Shively 2019).

Strategy perceptions

To explore strategy perceptions, the Chinese and British raters were asked to rate 
the relationship-building instances identified in the email data sets on a five-
point Likert scale (1 = very negative; 5 = very positive). They were also asked to 
provide comments explaining their rating. The Chinese raters appraised the L2 
users’ small talk and formal terms of address considerably more favourably than 
the L1 raters did. The L1 raters generally perceived the L2 users’ small talk in email 
requests to faculty rather negatively and gave it an average score of 1.7 (between 
‘very negative’ and ‘negative’). In contrast, the L2 raters viewed the same strategies 
rather positively, and their average small-talk score was 4.6 (between ‘positive’ and 
‘very positive’).

Regarding formal terms of address, contrasting patterns still existed, though 
with a smaller difference. The L1 raters interpreted the L2 users’ formal address 
forms negatively and gave an average score of 2.3 (between ‘negative’ and ‘neutral’). 
Conversely, the L2 raters perceived the same instances more positively, and their 
scores averaged 3.6 (between ‘neutral’ and ‘positive’).

Rationales

To explain the rationales behind the contrasting perceptions and interpretations, 
the present study further analysed the raters’ comments, the individual reflective 
interviews with the email writers and the focus group interviews. These were 
analysed thematically using Spencer-Oatey’s rapport management and evaluation 
framework (Spencer-Oatey 2008; Spencer-Oatey and Kádár 2021). The findings 
showed that the L1 and L2 speakers had significantly different rationales for 
their evaluations (see Tables 4.4 and 4.5), particularly concerning the rapport-
building strategies of pre-request small talk and formal terms of address. At the 
interpersonal level, besides making a request, building relationships with the 
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faculty seemed to be a primary interactional goal for the L2 users, whereas this did 
not seem to be the case for L1 speakers.

Table 4.4 illustrates the contrasting evaluations of L2 users’ lengthy small talk 
accompanying their requests. As can be seen further, the Chinese participants 
regarded small talk as (very) positive and thought that ‘the longer’ the small talk, 
‘the more polite’ it was, because it showed ‘warmth’, ‘sincerity’ and care for the 
addressee, thereby serving the important interactional goal of ‘building rapport 
with faculty’. The British participants, however, perceived the same instances of 
lengthy small talk as (very) negative, irrelevant and insincere, because regarding 
emails to faculty, ‘the shorter, the better’. The L1 users also believed that lengthy 
small talk obscured the interactional goal of the email request and wasted the 
faculty member’s time.

Clearly, different cultural patterning delineated the L1 and L2 groups, affecting 
the participants’ normalcy zones and influencing their evaluations. Notably, the L2 
users, who were inherently intercultural speakers, drew on various assumptions 
from the L1 and L2 and actively negotiated the boundaries of their normalcy zones 
during their year abroad in England. For example, soon after they started their 
study in England, all L2 users seemed to realize that L1 English emails were more 

Table 4.4 Contrasting Evaluations of Lengthy Small Talk Prior to a Request by the British 
and Chinese Raters

CLASSIFICATION
‘(Very) negative’ by 
British participants  CLASSIFICATION

‘(Very) positive’ by 
Chinese participants

ASSESSMENT
 ● Irrelevant (to the 

request)
 ● Insincere
 ● Succinct emails are  

a lot better

‘This paragraph is not 
relevant . . . sounds 
ingenuine’ (BR1)

‘Keep emails short and 
sweet’ (BR2)

ASSESSMENT
 ● Warm
 ● Sincere
 ● Longer emails are 

more polite

‘Expresses warmth and 
sincerity’ (CR5)

‘The longer the lead-in, 
the more polite it 
becomes’ (CP12)

RATIONALE
1. Unclear  

interactional goal
2. Imbalanced focus
3. A waste of faculty 

time

‘Unhelpful to put the 
request at the end 
. . . the purpose of 
the email is unclear’ 
(BR5)

‘The message is 
imbalanced 
. . . there’s too much 
chit-chat’ (BR1)

‘Why should lecturers 
care about this’ 
(BR4)

‘A waste of professors’ 
time’ (BR2)

‘Staff are too busy to 
read messages that 
are several pages 
long’ (BR3)

RATIONALE
1. Served the relational 

goal well
2. Showed care and 

respect to the faculty
3. Expressed attitudinal 

warmth

‘A main purpose of the 
emails is to build 
rapport with faculty, 
so these small talks 
are necessary’ (CP15)

‘Showed care and respect 
to the professors . . . 
the desire to have a 
closer relationship 
with them’ (CR4)

‘Directly requesting 
teachers to do 
something without 
any sincere chit-
chat as a lead-in 
. . . sounds cold and 
utilitarian’ (CR5)
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concise, with requesters bypassing pre-request small talk and going straight to the 
request. Some participants (CP3, CP6, CP7) adjusted their email writing to align 
better with the target language norms, and they stated during the interviews that 
they were fine with making this adjustment.

However, some L2 users (CP5, CP12) initially aligned with these L2 norms but 
later intentionally returned to their L1 practices because, despite their awareness 
of the different norms, they still felt uncomfortable:

Not long after I started my studies in the UK, I’ve noted that the English emails 
sent by my English classmates, friends, and professors are much shorter. . . . 
Initially, I did start to follow English habits, deleting a lot of the phatic talk before 
I raised my requests . . . but I just felt very uncomfortable. I felt I was being cold 
and impolite to my British professors, so even though I knew it was not necessarily 
in line with the English habits, I must switch back to the way I feel comfortable 
with. (CP12, individual interview)

The italics in the excerpt highlight the pragmatic resistance and the agency of the 
L2 user as an intercultural speaker who is making choices dynamically (Ishihara 
2019). Arguably, their resistance and agency in this case acted as a barrier to L2 
development. The relational strategies chosen by the email users reflected how 
they constructed their identity through the use of L2, as they consciously withdrew 
from L2 pragmatic norms because those behaviours conflicted with values from 
their L1 culture (Ishihara and Cohen 2010; Ren 2017; Vidal and Shively 2019; 
Yates 2010).

Table 4.5 Contrasting Evaluations of Formal Address Terms by the British and Chinese 
Raters

CLASSIFICATION

‘Negative’ 
by British 

participants CLASSIFICATION
‘Positive’ by Chinese 

participants
ASSESSMENT

 ● Awkward
 ● Unnecessary

‘Strange’ (BR4)
‘Not necessary’ (BR2)

ASSESSMENT
 ● Respectful
 ● Necessary

‘Shows respect’ (CP15)
‘Students must address 

teachers politely’ (CP7)
RATIONALE
1. Violated student– 

staff equality
2. Broke the  

(British) norms

‘They are grown-ups’ 
(BR1)

‘Students and staff are 
equal’ (BR5)

‘Sounds too formal’ 
(BR3)

‘British students call 
lecturers by their 
first name’ (BR5)

RATIONALE
1. Respect for staff 

authority
2. Conformed to the 

(Chinese) norms
3. Attended to rapport 

with faculty

‘In Chinese . . . you must 
respect the teachers’ 
status and demonstrate 
this through using the 
titles like ‘Professor’ and 
‘Teacher’ all the time . . . 
even though you’re very 
close to them’ (CP11)

‘Not addressing properly . . . 
could damage relations’ 
(CR2)
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Second, the L2 users’ relationship-building strategy of formal address terms 
also triggered contrasting evaluations between L1 and L2 speakers, though to a 
lesser extent than small talk (Table 4.5).

Clearly, the L1 respondents did not see the use of formal address terms in the 
L2 emails as a relational strategy. They felt the L2 email practices were awkward 
and unnecessary, especially when there was familiarity between the student and 
professor. The L1 raters based their negative perceptions on the British norm of 
addressing lecturers by first name. From the L1 perspective, ‘students and staff 
are equal’ (BR5), and students are ‘grown-ups’ (BR1). However, the Chinese 
participants interpreted the same L2 email practices differently. They seemed to 
base their positive perceptions on the Chinese norm that the use of formal titles 
shows respect to authority: ‘You must respect the teachers’ status and demonstrate 
this through using the titles like “Professor” and “Teacher” all the time . . . even 
though you are very close to them’ (CP11). To the L2 users, improper terms of 
address could ‘damage relations’ (CR2). Two L2 email writers (CP3, CP11) who 
were aware that certain forms, such as ‘Teacher . . .,’ were not native terminology 
in English still chose to deploy these terms to achieve their relational goals in the 
early phase of their stay in England. Nevertheless, within the first few months, all 
of the L2 users seemed to adopt British norms of addressing lecturers by their first 
name. Interestingly, during the focus group interview, a British university lecturer 
(BR5) shared her experience of Chinese students’ reluctance to drop formal titles, 
even when they were told to do so:

I asked my students to call me by my first name ‘Jane’ . . . not ‘Dr. Taylor’. But 
some of my Chinese students kept calling me ‘Dr. Taylor’. I told them in the UK 
it’s fine to call me Jane. Then they started to call me ‘Dr. Jane’, which is just weird. 
(BR5, focus group interview)

As suggested by the Chinese raters in their focus group interview, norms regarding 
terms of address were a psychological hurdle, because ‘no Chinese student could 
address his/her teachers by their first name alone’ (CR3). In the Chinese context, 
doing so would be regarded as ‘a lack of common sense’ (CR1) and ‘a total lack of 
respect for teachers’ (CR4). Once again, the contrasting evaluations between L1 
and L2 drew upon different social and moral rationale.

Summary of findings

The comparison of 345 authentic L1 and L2 request emails to faculty, combined with 
analysis of the evaluations and individual and focus group interviews, showed the 
distinctive features of the Chinese L2 users’ relationship-building strategies. These 
students used small talk, greetings and formal address terms more frequently than 
L1 speakers. Furthermore, the L1 and L2 speakers held contrasting perceptions of 
the L2 users’ relational strategies. The strategy of small talk was predominately used 
by the L2 group. Lengthy small talk prior to a request was exclusive to this group and 
received very positive evaluations from the L2 raters but very negative evaluations 
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from the L1 raters. The formal address terms also constituted a relational strategy 
for the L2 speakers but did not do so for the L1 speakers.

The contrasting evaluations highlighted the different interpersonal sensitivities 
and socio-moral rationale behind the L1 and L2 evaluations. For instance, besides 
making a request to faculty, building rapport was an important interactional goal 
of the emails for the L2 speakers but not necessarily for the L1 speakers.

The rationale behind the very negative L1 perceptions of lengthy small talk was 
that such small talk before a request was unnecessary and insincere, obscured the 
request of the email, wasted faculty time and breached the English norms of keeping 
emails short and to the point. Conversely, the rationale of the positive L2 evaluations 
of the same email practices indicated small talk as warm and sincere, serving the 
relational goal well, showing care and respect to professors, and upholding the 
Chinese norms that longer emails are generally more polite than shorter emails.

Regarding the use of formal address terms, the rationale of the negative L1 
evaluations was that they were awkward and unnecessary, violated student–
staff equality and broke the British norms that British students call lecturers by 
their first name. In contrast, the rationale of the positive L2 evaluations of the 
same email practices was that the terms were respectful and necessary, showed 
respect for faculty’s authority, attended to rapport with faculty and conformed 
to the Chinese norms of always addressing faculty by professional titles despite 
the relationship of the interlocutors. Thus, the results revealed distinctive cultural 
patterning underpinning the diverging email practices and evaluations.

Discussion and implications

This study’s findings regarding different email practices, including the extensive 
use of pre-request small talk in L2, supported those of previous studies (Chen 
2015; Chen et al. 2016; Wang 2011; Wang and Halenko 2022b). However, this 
study revealed some complexities that underpinned the distinct features of L2 
emails and helped explain the contrasting L1 and L2 evaluations of these features. 
Unpacking the rationale for such evaluations is important as it can help expose 
unconscious assumptions and enhance intercultural understanding (Spencer-
Oatey and Kádár 2021).

The different preferences for the length of emails between the Chinese and 
British participants conformed with the general observations and findings of 
prior research. For example, observations of Japanese (Lundquist and Kuwabara 
2018) and Korean (Murphy and Levy 2008) perspectives found that a short email 
tends to be considered rude, similar to perspectives found in this study’s Chinese 
participants. In contrast, native speakers of English prefer short emails (Murphy 
and Levy 2008). Furthermore, the Chinese L2 users of English, like their Korean 
and Japanese peers (Lundquist and Kuwabara, 2018), seemed to value the relational 
aspects of emails greatly compared to L1 speakers. The L2 group identified rapport 
building as an additional important goal of email requests and tended to favour 
different ways to build relationship through email. The motivations and evaluations 
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of their relational strategies were more nuanced than a mere contrastive analysis 
of language use could enable.

This study’s findings on the changing use of email address terms differed from 
those of Rau and Rau (2016), who found that most graduate students used the 
same address terms throughout the course without any changes. However, Rau 
and Rau (2016) tracked a group of graduate students in science and technology 
who emailed an American writing instructor in an at-home environment. In 
contrast, the present study evaluated graduate students of an English-related 
degree in a study abroad context who, by nature, seemed to have a sharper 
pragmatic awareness. Additionally, the results of the present study supported Rau 
and Rau’s (2016) argument that the desire to negotiate relationships using terms of 
address in email writing can play a role in enhancing L2 acquisition. Furthermore, 
this study revealed that the resistance of L2 users to change terms can be explained 
by considering their interpersonal sensitivities and socio-moral order; these 
two aspects constitute the elements of their rationale, or ‘evaluation warrant’ in 
Spencer-Oatey and Kádár’s terms (2021). Unpacking this rationale can allow for 
greater mutual understanding and different interpretations beyond what may be 
perceived by teachers as a lack of language proficiency or awkwardness.

Overall, during their year in England, the L2 users’ evaluations evolved as they 
dynamically negotiated the boundaries of their normalcy zones, especially when 
the L1 and L2 norms conflicted. This was facilitated by increasing awareness of 
differences of their preferred interactional strategies in Chinese and those they 
came to observe during their time in the UK, which led to deeper consideration 
of what it means to communicate appropriately within a cross-lingual and 
intercultural frame (McConachy 2019).

The contrasting evaluations, especially the British lecturers’ negative perceptions 
of some of the preferred L2 email practices, highlighted the importance of promoting 
interculturality, including ongoing criticality and reflexivity, both among students 
and teachers (e.g. Dervin 2016; McConachy 2019; Wang 2017; Wang and Guo 
2017). As demonstrated by the results of this study, rapport management and 
evaluation across cultures are multi-layered and nuanced. Exposing, unpacking 
or even deconstructing the rationale for such behaviours can be helpful in 
recognizing and confronting unconscious assumptions and decentring from both 
students’ and faculty members’ cultural assumptions. It needs to be borne in mind 
that an L2 user is not just a person who uses another language; an L2 user is an 
inherently intercultural and multilingual agent. Therefore, it is imperative for 
faculty members in internationalized universities to be aware of the possibility 
that what might seem to be an unconventional email strategy may in fact reflect 
a student’s best attempt to build or maintain rapport while achieving other goals.

Conclusion

Building successful interpersonal relationships is imperative. In her main works, 
Spencer-Oatey has focused on the important and complex issue of managing 
rapport across cultures (Spencer-Oatey 2008; Spencer-Oatey and Wang 2019, 2020), 
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and her theoretical framework is influential. She has insightfully pointed out that 
the essence of intercultural relationships lies in the evaluation of the relationships 
(e.g. Spencer-Oatey and Kádár 2021). Inspired by this work, this study explored 
how Chinese L2 users of English learn to build and negotiate interpersonal 
relationships with lecturers through email in their new cultural environment. 
The comparisons of L1 and L2 English email requests and evaluations showed 
considerable variations in rapport management and evaluation. The Chinese 
L2 users of English exhibited distinctive features in their relationship-building 
strategies, including lengthy small talk before a request and the use of formal 
terms of address in emails. The British and Chinese respondents held contrasting 
perceptions of these relational strategies, and this divergence was explained by 
investigating their respective rationale. Different cultural patterning emerged 
regarding interpersonal sensitivities and the socio-moral order. Moreover, during 
their year abroad in England, the L2 email writers’ email practices evolved, 
especially when a conflict in norms arose, revealing the flux of L1 and L2 systems 
and highlighting the inherent interculturality of L2 users.

As argued earlier, unearthing the rationale for certain behaviours could provide 
a powerful tool for uncovering underlying beliefs and emotions and advancing 
intercultural understanding. Therefore, there is a need for more research in the 
field of L2 pragmatics and the field of intercultural communication more broadly 
into how individuals evaluate concrete relational practices and those who engage 
in them. That is, research should help illuminate how language users’ perceptions 
of role relations and other aspects of the relational context influence what (and 
who) they perceive as im/polite and how this impacts on their willingness to 
engage with them. Such research is needed to better understand intercultural 
relationships. In this new, turbulent world, intercultural dialogue is more than the 
absence of conflict; it is living together with differences and mutual understanding.

Appendix 1

Taxonomy of Strategies for the L2 Email Requests

Head Acts
Directness 

Levels Request Strategies Examples
Direct Imperatives Please send me an electronic copy of the 

timetable. 
Performatives I am writing to ask for an extension.
Direct questions What do I do next?
Want statements I want one ticket for myself.
Need statements I need your signature as the module leader.
Expectation statements I hope to have a meeting with you next 

Thursday. 
Conventional 

indirect 
Query preparatory 

(ability, willingness, 
permission)

Can I have a reference from you?

Nonconventional 
indirect 

Hints I have got appointments with Barclays 
Bank to open an account, so it’s better 
for me to have the tutorial next week.
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Modifications Type of 
Modifiers

Name Devices/Examples

Internal 
modification

Please Please
Downtoners Maybe
Understaters A bit
Subjectivizers I was wondering
Consultative devices Would it be possible
Hedges Some

External 
modification 
(supportive 
moves) 

Form of address
 ● Formal
 ● Informal

Professor

Greeting How do you do?
Closing Best regards
Self-introduction My name is . . . and I’m a master’s student 

in . . . 
Grounder I am applying for a graduate job at 

Goldman Sachs.
Disarmer I guess you must be busy with marking our 

essays. But . . .
Getting a precom-

mitment
Could you do me a favour?

Promise I will do my best to do as much as work as 
possible from now on. 

Imposition minimizer I hope you can understand. Please delete me 
from your name list of the court visit.

Apology I want to apologize that I have to postpone 
our meeting next week.

Discourse orientation  
move

I have read about Nationwide Building 
Society in some news several times and I 
am quite interested in it. What I want to 
know is that . . .

Small talk My classmates and I went to Liverpool 
during the weekend, and we all love 
Liverpool! Thank you for recommending 
the museums in Liverpool. We like them 
very much!. . . Can I send my draft to 
you later this week . . .

Appreciator Thank you for considering my request.
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hapter C 5

RETHINKING STEREOTYPES AND NORMS 
IN INTERCULTURAL RELATIONS

Perry R. Hinton

Introduction

Textbooks on intercultural communication typically include a section on 
stereotypes, often in the context of a barrier to effective intercultural understanding 
(e.g. Jackson 2019). Hunston and Oakey (2010: 132) sum up a common viewpoint 
very clearly:

If you have a stereotype of the people in another country you believe that all the 
people in that country have certain characteristics. For example, you may believe 
that British people are unfriendly – this would be a negative stereotype. Or you 
may believe that British people are polite – this would be a positive stereotype. 
Both positive and negative stereotypes are likely to be untrue. No doubt some 
British people are unfriendly, some are polite, and some are both, but many are 
only slightly unfriendly, or not polite at all, and so on. In fact, if you describe an 
opinion as a stereotype you mean that it is not true.

The theoretical basis for this position derives from the dominant position in 
academic psychology – Western psychological science – that is, the experimental 
study of human thought and behaviour. Within psychological science, theoretical 
explanation lies within the individual, often in terms of assumed consistent features 
of personality or cognition, rather than in the social or cultural context (Allport 
1924; Schneider 2004). This has resulted in a highly specific construction of the 
‘stereotype’, as a mental fault, a cognitive error or bias, sometimes portrayed as a 
‘mind bug’ (Banaji and Greenwald 2013) or a feature of a ‘cognitive monster’ (Bargh 
1999). However, as this chapter will argue, the methodology of psychological 
science has created this representation of the stereotype rather than discovering 
it (Hinton 2020a). Indeed, it is here argued that the points made in the quote by 
Hunston and Oakey, although widely circulated in the intercultural literature, are 
invalid conclusions from the psychological research into stereotypes.

In this chapter, I shall critically analyse the two main models of stereotypes 
constructed within psychological science, which have dominated the popular 
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view of stereotypes in Western societies: the classical model of stereotypes in 
the twentieth century (Allport 1954) and the unconscious bias model of implicit 
stereotypes in the twenty-first century (Banaji and Greenwald 2013). American1 
social psychologists, within the framework of an individualistic and experimental 
tradition, have endeavoured to produce an exclusively psychological cause of 
stereotypes (specifically those related to the patterns of discrimination within 
American society). They have also claimed a universality for their models of 
stereotypes which, it is argued here, have cultural assumptions embedded 
within them (Hinton 2020b). Finally, I propose a cultural theory of stereotypes 
that is applicable across cultures (Hinton 2017; 2020a). This theory argues that 
stereotypes arise from the sociocultural history of a society, where norms of 
behaviour associated with social roles have predictive and political significance 
to the cultural group members. In conclusion, I recommend that intercultural 
theorists examine stereotypes in terms of their sociocultural significance and 
their relationship to different cultural norms in intercultural interactions (Hinton 
2020a; Spencer-Oatey and Kádár 2021).

The classical model of stereotypes

The concept of a ‘stereotype’ as a fixed idea was introduced into the public domain 
by the journalist Walter Lippmann in his book, Public Opinion, in 1922 (co-opting 
a term used for a metal plate in the printing process). Lippmann argued that human 
perceivers draw on culturally constructed categories to simplify the complex social 
world. An unknown person, perceived as an agitator or a Harvard man (two of his 
examples), is then understood in terms of learnt cultural expectations about the 
social category. However, when stereotypes entered American social psychology, 
with its assumption of individual causation of behaviour, the focus became 
the personal causes of stereotyped perceptions, with culture rejected as merely 
descriptive rather than an explanatory factor (Allport 1924). In their seminal 
psychological experiment, Katz and Braly (1933) asked 100 Princeton University 
students to select, from a list of personality attributes, the characteristics associated 
with 10 nationalities, plus ‘Black’2 and Jew. While very few attributes were selected 
by 50 per cent or more of the participants for any category, the researchers asserted 
that the most popular attributes formed the stereotype of the group. Katz and Braly 
claimed that the individual participants were committing a group fallacy, a mental 
‘error’, of associating personality characteristics to a social group, which a ‘realist’ 
knows to be false.

The faulty thinking idea of stereotypes was picked up by the most famous 
stereotype researcher Gordon W. Allport in his book The Nature of Prejudice 
(1954),   where he examined prejudice, exclusively racism and anti-Semitism, 
in American society. Allport defined stereotypes as fixed all-judgements about 
social groups. He claimed that there were two types of individuals, the rigid and 
simplistic-thinking prejudiced personality, who uses stereotypes, and the more 
complex-thinking tolerant personality, who does not. In what has been termed 
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the classical model of stereotypes (Pickering 2001), he argued that all stereotypes, 
not just those of Black and Jewish Americans, were the result of faulty thinking 
individuals. As a consequence of this dominant model in psychology, Schneider 
(2004: 1) has pointed out that stereotypes ‘wear the black hats in social science’.3 As 
an outcome of his explanation, Allport offered a psychological solution to prejudice 
in American society, which was to change the conservative-minded stereotype-
using prejudiced personalities into liberal-minded tolerant personalities4 (Allport 
1954). As a result of Allport’s classical model, numerous educational programmes 
and media campaigns were set up to encourage individual Americans to stop using 
stereotypes (Brown 1965). This model has dominated the widespread popular 
view of stereotypes in Western societies, as shown in the Hunston and Oakey’s 
quote cited earlier.

The problem is that the key features of the model are false. Stereotypes are not 
fixed ideas or a consequence of a mental fallacy. As Eysenck and Crown (1948) 
pointed out, Katz and Braly required the participants to select attributes for the 
groups, which may not have reflected their personal beliefs but commonly known 
media representations. In fact, in later replications of this study, some participants 
refused to do the task (Gilbert 1951). Also, replications of the Princeton study 
in 1950 and 1967 (Gilbert 1951; Karlins et al. 1969) showed that the stereotypes 
changed significantly with the changing context of intercultural relations between 
the United States and other countries. For example, the two most popular attributes 
for the Japanese in 1932, selected by over 40 per cent of the Princeton students, 
‘intelligent’ and ‘industrious’, dropped to only around 10 per cent in 1951, with 
‘imitative’ and ‘sly’ now the most popular attributes. In 1967 ‘industrious’ (on 
57 per cent) had risen back to the top, with ‘ambitious’ and ‘efficient’ the next 
most popular. Rather than being a cognitive error, or a fixed idea, these stereotypes 
reflected the changing American representation of the Japanese within an 
intercultural context, such as the impact of the Second World War (Hinton 2020a).

Also, stereotypes are not rigid ‘all’ judgements about a social group, as even 
extremely prejudiced individuals are willing to acknowledge exceptions to their 
stereotypical beliefs (Adorno et al. 1950; Billig 1985). As Billig pointed out, racists 
are racists; they may hold abhorrent views, but they do not have different minds to 
the rest of humanity. Also, in looking at the extremes of prejudice, Allport (1954) 
had excluded the majority of Americans, who did not fit into the two personality 
types. Indeed, research shows that a population cannot be divided into stereotype 
users and non-stereotype users: everyone uses stereotypes, although people of 
different political opinions will focus on different ones (Chambers et al. 2013). For 
example, stereotypes such as ‘the rich are greedy’ and ‘the poor are lazy’ do not 
indicate simplistic or faulty thinking but different political viewpoints, drawing on 
knowledge of the society concerning the government’s social benefit or taxation 
systems (Hinton 2020a).

Finally, adding a context often removes the assumed irrationality of a 
stereotypical generalization. To state that the British are ‘unfriendly’ (Hunston and 
Oakey’s quote) is a generalization which, for example, an American might make 
after an unhappy vacation in Britain. Similarly, another American tourist, finding 
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the British to be charming and helpful might, on their return, claim that the 
British are polite. Neither visitor is making a rigid all-judgement that every single 
British person is unfriendly or polite (an overgeneralization). However, stripped 
of their context, these statements appear contradictory. Hence, the argument that 
a stereotype is always inaccurate or untrue ignores the context of the utterance, as 
in the previous examples, and its cultural meanings in intercultural interaction. 
For example, an American teacher might expect Japanese students to be quiet in 
a class, relative to the American students, and finds this to be the case in their 
experience (Jussim 2012). Furthermore, the model implies that psychologists can 
determine ‘true’ characteristics and ‘false’ characteristics of social groups, which 
itself is problematic as it assumes that the group is an objectively real, natural 
categorization. However, social categories are social and political constructions: as 
Bruner et al. (1956: 7) put it, ‘They exist as inventions not discoveries.’ Hence the 
attributes associated with a particular category have a cultural meaning within a 
context, not a scientific truth value.

The unconscious bias model of implicit stereotypes

By the start of the twenty-first century, it did indeed appear that there had been a 
significant reduction in the public expression of stereotypes about discriminated-
against groups in American society, with Fiske and Taylor (2008) claiming that 
less than 10 per cent of the population now used blatant stereotypes. However, 
it is important to note that major structural changes had taken place in the 
United States during the later twentieth century, as a result of the civil rights and 
women’s liberation movements. Equality legislation, from the 1960s onwards, now 
resulted in legal penalties against expressing specific stereotypes in the American 
workplace. Yet, by the use of anecdotal examples, Fiske and Taylor highlighted 
the ongoing discrimination in American society. Their explanation for the latter 
was that this was due to ‘subtle’ stereotypes – that is, the unconscious effects of 
stereotypes on even liberal-minded and tolerant individuals. Now, it was argued, 
implicit stereotypes lurked unconsciously within everyone in the society, even 
tolerant individuals.

This assertion was allied with the invention of a reaction time technique called 
the implicit association test or IAT (Greenwald et al. 1998), which was claimed 
to access these subtle or implicit stereotypes ‘hidden’ in the minds of even 
‘good people’ (using the terminology of Banaji and Greenwald 2013). In an IAT 
experiment, a participant rapidly classifies items (words or pictures) according 
to one of two criteria. For example, words (such as ‘ant’ or ‘daisy’) have to be 
classified as ‘insect’ or ‘flower’ interspersed with words (such as ‘kind’ and ‘cruel’) 
which have to classified as ‘positive’ or ‘negative’, using two response keys. It was 
found that reaction times were faster, in milliseconds, when ‘flower’ and ‘positive’ 
(and ‘insect’ and ‘negative’) required the same response key press compared to 
the alternate pairing (Greenwald et al. 1998). Rather than examining the wide 
range of these implicit preferences in terms of how and why they are learnt in a 
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culture, the researcher focused on the ‘unconscious bias’ of individuals in relation 
to discriminated-against groups in American society. For example, results showed 
a reaction time positivity effect for ‘White’ over ‘Black’ (in terms of photographs or 
names, for example), with Banaji and Greenwald (2013: 208) posing the rhetorical 
question: ‘Are Americans racist?’, implying that all Americans have an unconscious 
racial bias (a ‘cognitive monster’, Bargh 1999) within them. As a consequence of 
these findings, an industry of psychological training was developed to remove these 
unconscious biases from the minds of individuals in the American workplace. 
However, evaluation studies showed that the typical psychology-based anti-bias 
training session was ineffective (Dobbin and Kalev 2016; Lai et al. 2016; Forscher 
et al. 2018).

The unconscious bias model, like the classical model, proposed an explanation 
of stereotypes involving cognitive ‘failings’ of individuals, rather than the social 
structure and intergroup relations. This created methodological and theoretical 
problems. For example, if all Americans have an unconscious racial bias, as argued 
by Banaji and Greenwald (2013), then it must mean that people who have devoted 
their lives to fighting racism in America, such as Jesse Jackson, a well-known 
political activist and companion of Martin Luther King, would ‘fail’ a racial IAT, 
with the unjustifiable conclusion of requiring psychological training (Arkes and 
Tetlock 2004). Also, if an unconscious racial bias is endemic in all Americans, then 
to what degree is any individual responsible for the unconscious influences on 
their behaviour that they cannot (consciously) control (Krieger and Fiske 2006)? 
A further problem was that the IAT might not actually be accessing an intergroup 
‘bias’ at all. For example, van Ravenzwaaij et al. (2011) found, in the Netherlands, 
an IAT reaction time advantage for Dutch names over Muslim names. However, 
this was not an anti-Muslim bias, as the same effect was found when comparing 
Dutch and Finnish names. It was simply a familiarity effect.

In fact what was being termed ‘unconscious bias’ was in fact implicit cultural 
knowledge, so it was no surprise that it could not be trained out of people’s minds. 
Axt et al. (2014) showed, in two online IAT studies with over a third of a million 
American citizens, that participants’ reaction times reflected their learnt general 
knowledge of the social hierarchies in American society, regardless of their own 
ethnicity or religion. Similarly, Hinton (2017) argued that the IAT results were not 
revealing a ‘cognitive monster’ (a personal unconscious bias hidden in the minds 
of individuals) but shared cultural knowledge or ‘culture in mind’. Knowing that, 
as a generalization, it is an advantage to be White rather than Black in American 
society does not mean that any specific individual agrees with it. Indeed, they 
might engage in political action (like Jesse Jackson) to bring about a change in 
society to undermine it. The key point about shared common knowledge is that it 
allows members of a culture to communicate with each other via shared meanings 
(Kashima et al. 2008). Hence, without this knowledge, a person could not engage 
in public political debates, such as those concerning racism in American society. 
As Hinton (2020b) has pointed out, a completely ‘unbiased’ person is not the 
ideal egalitarian American that is inferred by the unconscious bias theorists but a 
culturally naïve person, unaware of the structure of the society in which they live.
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An alternative approach to stereotypes

Perkins (1979) has argued that the research focus on a narrow set of very specific 
stereotypes (related to discrimination in American society) has led to a distortion 
in the view of stereotypes as a general concept, as there are a large number of other 
stereotypes, from aunts to yacht-owners, in any culture. Indeed, it has been argued 
that the psychologists have constructed a stereotype of the stereotype (Worchel 
and Rothberger 1997) by ignoring culture and claiming that stereotypes are rigidly 
held, erroneous ideas in the mind. Billig (1996) has criticized this ‘bureaucratic’ 
model of mind, which assumes that categories and attributes were fixed and either 
true group traits or false stereotypes (Allport 1954). As Billig (1996) argued, people, 
on both sides of a political debate, will flexibly use rhetorical techniques in their 
arguments. Categorization is a rhetorical tool which is employed, for example, in 
the debates about immigration in modern society, such as the invention of the 
term ‘migrant’, which is then attributed negative qualities by politicians seeking 
to restrict immigration. Billig (1996) also argued that a specific categorization 
can be undermined by a second rhetorical technique called particularization: 
for example, identifying a hospital consultant from abroad as a migrant to 
challenge the categorization of ‘migrant’ and its associated negative attributes 
(see Lefringhausen, this volume). Thus, stereotyped claims such as the poor are 
lazy or the rich are greedy are not evidence of faulty bureaucratic thinking but are 
rhetorical techniques employed for a political purpose.

In contrast to the bureaucratic model of mind, a cultural approach to 
stereotypes examines them as cultural representations of social groups, circulating 
within a society, related to the social structure, and changing as a result of social 
and political change (Hinton 2020a). In this approach, people learn the patterns 
of power and privilege in their culture. That is, members of a society will learn 
the cultural representations of social groups circulating within their community 
as part of their socialization. These are neither fixed nor unchanging but are 
responsive to social and political change. For example, Eagly et al. (2000), in 
their social role theory, argued that the behaviour of members of a social group 
is restricted by their role within the social structure of a culture. Therefore, rather 
than seeking to determine, for example, whether nurturance and passivity, the 
stereotypical qualities of women, are true or false, the social structure should be 
examined to reveal the social role and normative behaviour of women within it. If 
a discriminatory social structure has historically restricted women’s roles to ones 
related to nurturance and passivity, then, in such a sexist society, women will be 
represented as normatively nurturant and passive. Stereotypical generalizations 
reveal the institutional structure of social groups within a culture. Indeed, the 
women’s movement since the 1960s has sought to change the sexist structure of 
American society to bring about equality of opportunity for women. As Eagly 
et al. (2020) have shown, political action over the last seventy years has changed 
the position of women in American society, and this is reflected in the changing 
stereotypes of them. Hence, children in the United States do not learn the same 
cultural representations of women as their grandparents learnt in the 1950s. This 
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does not mean that modern American society is free from discrimination; simply 
that it is not the same society as it was in the 1950s, and widespread cultural change 
has brought about stereotype change (Weber and Crocker 1983).

Why then is normative social behaviour, related to a social role within the 
structure of a culture, attributed to personality factors in the stereotyping 
research? An answer is provided by the fundamental attribution error (Ross 
1977), an overemphasis in attributing internal (personal) causation at the expense 
of situational factors; an error predominantly in individualistic cultures, such as 
those of the United States or Western Europe. In collectivistic cultures, such as 
Japan or India, explanations of social behaviour are much more sensitive to the 
sociocultural context (Miller 1984). Ross claimed that the error was displayed 
not only by participants in psychology experiments but also by the psychologists 
themselves. He noted ‘the heated response of many professionals’ to research 
demonstrating low levels of cross situation consistency in behaviour ‘making 
personality scales very poor predictors of behaviour’ (Ross 1977: 186). Ross 
pondered why psychologists found such findings ‘so controversial’. His answer 
was ‘[t]he deep conviction that personal dispositions control and are reflected in 
everyday social behaviour’ (Ross 1977: 187). In consequence, Western cultural 
assumptions of personal causation are embedded within social psychology theory, 
such as the stereotype models.

This is problematic, as presenting Western cultural assumptions as universal 
features of the human mind can be considered as ‘epistemic violence’ when applied 
to other cultures (Held 2020; Hinton 2020b), as it makes a claim of cultural 
superiority masquerading as scientific evidence. Indeed, Henrich et al. (2010) 
showed that Western individualistic assumptions were distorting psychological 
theory, with over 90 per cent of psychological research undertaken in Western 
societies (and nearly 70 per cent exclusively with American undergraduate 
participants). As Henrich (2020) points out, WEIRD psychology, based on people in 
Western, Educated, Industrialized, Rich, Democratic societies, is not typical of the 
majority of the people alive or who have ever lived. This problem can be illustrated 
by the statement that ‘the Japanese are reserved’. On the one hand, as logically not 
all Japanese people can be reserved, it is traditionally viewed as a stereotype (see 
Hunston and Oakey). Yet, on the other hand, psychologists, such as McCrae (2001) 
using a personality test, have shown that the Japanese are more introverted than 
Americans – indicating that it is not a stereotype. This apparent contradiction can 
be resolved by a cultural explanation that avoids the fundamental attribution error. 
Both results can be explained in terms of differences in politeness norms (Spencer-
Oatey and Kádár 2021). While individual people in the United States and Japan 
will have a variety of personalities, as a group they typically follow social norms of 
behaviour. For example, culturally it is more acceptable to be blunt in a business 
meeting in the United States, and express disagreement with others, than in Japan. 
In the United States such bluntness may be interpreted as indicating honesty and 
authenticity, and an American who does not speak out may be interpreted by 
others in the meeting as being reserved (behaving non-normatively). However, 
in a Japanese business meeting, due to different politeness norms, disagreement is 
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typically expressed indirectly, such as suggesting that a particular idea is ‘difficult’, 
which is understood as a negation by other Japanese people in the meeting (Miller 
2008). This explains why in the context of an intercultural business meeting, the 
Japanese do appear reserved to Americans. The different norms of expression 
lead to different interpretations of behaviour. Hence Japanese ‘reserve’, as viewed 
by Americans, is not about actual Japanese personality but about an American 
cultural judgement based on learnt normative expectations. Crucially, it is the 
combination of cultural expectation and sociocultural context that leads to such 
stereotypical judgements, not the result of mental error, as the study of intercultural 
communication has revealed (e.g. Spencer-Oatey and Kádár 2021).

A cultural model of stereotypes

Unlike the traditional explanation of stereotypes that attributes their expression to 
either mental error or an underlying personality trait (such as anxiety or hostility), 
a cultural approach to stereotypes starts from the position that much of human 
behaviour is normative, that is, people follow cultural expectations of behaviour 
related to their role in a social context. Cialdini (2012) distinguished between two 
types of norms: descriptive norms, which concern what people typically do, and 
injunctive norms, concerning what people should do. For example, people may 
typically drop litter in a park picnic area (a descriptive norm) even though there 
are signs telling them to take their rubbish home (an injunctive norm). Cialdini 
argued that to change people’s behaviour (such as not dropping litter in the park), 
the messaging should combine the injunctive norm (not to do it) with a claim of 
a descriptive norm that dropping litter is not typical behaviour. Learning that an 
injunctive norm and a descriptive norm are consistent leads to more conformity 
to the norm than with disjunctive norms (Cialdini 2012). This illustrates how 
social change leads to stereotype change. For example, as a result of the women’s 
movement in the United States, the previous injunctive norm that women’s roles 
should be in the home was undermined and a new injunctive norm of equality of 
opportunity emerged (with equality legislation and changes to workplace practice). 
As more women entered the workplace and took up professions from which 
they had been previously excluded, the descriptive norm of women’s behaviour 
changed. Hence, over a period of seventy years, the stereotype of women in the 
United States changed (Eagly, et al. 2020).

Hinton (2020a) has proposed a cultural theory of stereotypes that both explains 
the psychology research findings and places stereotypes as cultural representations 
within the social and political structure of a society, in support of the work of 
Eagly et al. (2020). All societies contain hierarchies of social dominance (Sidanius 
and Pratto 2012). These hierarchies reflect the ideological construction of social 
categories (such as class or gender) and the attributes, entitlements and constraints 
associated with members of these groups in the society. Thus, the created social 
structure constructs group differences in terms of categories and attributes, such as 
the distinction between aristocrat and serf in medieval feudalism or the proletariat 
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and the bourgeoisie in a Marxist analysis. A society might be influenced by 
religious ideologies or ideologies related to wealth and class. Crucially, these will 
impact of what the different groups of people normatively do (or are prohibited 
from doing) within the culture. For example, based on a religious ideology, women 
may be barred from the priesthood, as in medieval Europe. The justification for 
this was related to the construction of gender within the religious belief system, 
with the prescription that priests should be men and the proscription that women 
should not be priests. However, this does not mean that these beliefs operate 
universally or inflexibly, nor that an individual agrees with the beliefs even though 
they know them. However, the institutions of power will seek to maintain their 
social control through regulation (Foucault 1975) but social structures do change 
through political action (including revolution). Hence at any period of cultural 
history, members of a culture will learn the prescriptive generalizations about the 
different social groups within the society as part of their socialization – that is, 
what group members should do. The prescriptions form the injunctive norms of a 
culture. From this, members of the culture develop generalized expectations about 
different social groups in the society. Hinton (2020a) refers to these stereotyped 
generalizations as prescriptive generalizations as they are based on the ideological 
power structure of a society.

A second type of generalization is predictive generalization (Hinton 2020a). 
Members of a social group are not randomly distributed among other social groups 
in the culture (due to the structure of the society). For example, the majority of 
medical doctors have been women in Russia and men in the United States for 
different structural reasons (Ramakrishnan et al. 2014). Hence, the generalization 
(the stereotypical expectation) that an unknown doctor will be a woman is a 
statistically valid prediction in Russia or that a doctor will be a man in the United 
States. People are making predictive generalizations all the time, based on their 
knowledge of the structure of their culture, to make the social world predictable. 
Crucially, predictive generalizations are not prescriptive generalizations, as no 
claim is being that it should be the case or not. Simply, in this society, at this 
time, based on the current social norms, the generalization has statistical validity 
(there is a greater than chance probability that it will be the case). Traditional 
stereotype researchers have tended to confuse a person’s knowledge of the culture 
(predictive generalization) with an ideological belief that this is how the world 
should be (prescriptive generalization). As noted earlier, it is only when people are 
aware of the structure of their society (they can make predictive generalizations) 
that members of a culture can seek to change it (by challenging prescriptive 
generalizations).

Finally, there is normative generalization, where a descriptive norm of behaviour 
associated with a social role is employed to make a typicality judgement (Hinton 
2020a). For example, a person might claim that their father is a typical middle-class 
father based on his (descriptive) normative behaviour. Normative generalizations 
are often made with occupational roles. For example, inspecting spreadsheets and 
calculating figures (normative behaviour for an accountant) are, culturally, often 
viewed as dull activities in many Western societies. This may be exacerbated by 
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the fundamental attribution error of assuming individual causation for behaviour 
(Hinton 2020a), leading to personality attributions for normative behaviour, 
resulting in the stereotype of the ‘boring’ accountant.

Stereotypes, whether prescriptive, predictive or normative generalizations, are 
related to the sociocultural history of a society. Stereotypes reflect the structure 
of a culture and form the cultural expectations of its members. Hence, rather 
than being mental errors, stereotypes in a culture form a folk psychology, a set 
of commonly known everyday understandings, about the social groups within it 
(Hinton 2020a). In many instances an underlying ideology will influence all three 
forms of generalization, which should not be viewed as independent of each other, 
as a change in ideology can result in changes to both the injunctive and descriptive 
norms of a social group. Successful political action will change the structure of 
society and the related prescriptive generalizations. As a consequence, changes 
will arise in the predicative and normative generalizations. Thus, cultures, social 
structures and also stereotypes are not fixed but are in a constant dynamic cycle of 
change. The changing content of stereotypes provides a window into this process. 
Hence, the stereotypical generalizations employed by cultural group members 
reveal their knowledge of the culture and, depending on whether they accept or 
challenge them, their ideological beliefs.

Stereotypes, norms and cultural patterning

Cultures can be distinguished in terms of their ‘webs of significance’ (Geertz 
1993: 5) or less poetically as their common ground of communication (Kashima 
et al. 2008, see also Debray, this volume). Two members of the same culture may 
not agree with each other, but they know what each other is talking about. For 
example, Hinton (2020a) gives the example of two celebrity interviews in the UK. 
In one the interviewee explains how, as a woman, she succeeded in the male-
dominated music industry. Obviously very talented, however, she also answers 
that she is Glaswegian, evoking the stereotype of the tough and enduring Scot. 
In the second interview, a famous choreographer describes his parents wanting 
him to be an accountant but says that he rejected the idea to become a dancer. 
The audience needs no explanation of his choice, given the known stereotype 
of  the boring accountant and artistic dancer. Thus, stereotypical generalizations 
form the common ground of understanding in a culture (Kashima et al. 2008).

Hence, growing up in a culture (socialization) creates expectations of 
‘normalcy’ (Spencer-Oatey and Kádár 2021): that is, the cultural expectations 
about normative behaviour in different contexts and by people in different social 
roles. Crucially, this ‘cultural patterning’ (Spencer-Oatey and Kádár 2021) is not 
a fixed or uniform action on the members of the culture, allowing for individual 
differences and subcultures within it. Spencer-Oatey and Kádár argue that there 
are three components to cultural patterning: cultural perspectives, schemas and 
norms. Cultural perspectives concern the values, beliefs and attitudes underlying 
the cultural structure, sometimes referred to as ‘deep culture’ (Shaules 2007). 
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Spencer-Oatey and Kádár link this idea of cultural perspectives to cultural 
ideologies (Scollon, Scollon and Jones 2012). Cultural ideologies are the 
ideological values enshrined within a culture, such as individualism or the power 
relations underlying the structure of a society. Second, Spencer-Oatey and Kádár 
draw on the schema concept from Hogg and Vaughan (2002), which concerns the 
interrelationships between cultural knowledge that allows a perceiver to fill in the 
gaps when faced with an unknown person, such as a Western teacher expecting 
a Japanese student to be quiet in class, even when they know nothing about them 
except the student’s nationality. Third, Spencer-Oatey and Kádár (2021) argue that 
cultural group members learn the normative behaviour associated with various 
social roles: the social norms of their culture.

These three aspects of cultural patterning can be linked to Hinton’s three types 
of generalization (as another way of describing cultural patterning). Hinton’s focus 
on the ideological construction of social categories reveals, in the prescriptive 
generalizations, what are the dominant values, beliefs and attitudes – the cultural 
perspectives – in a culture. Indeed, the ideological underpinning of normative 
behaviour is made more explicit in Hinton’s model. Relationships between the 
occupants of social roles and their activities link the schemas and social norms of 
Spencer-Oatey and Kádár (2021) with the predictive and normative generalizations 
of Hinton (2020a), as these establish the cultural expectations of who inhabits 
certain social roles and their expected attributes. For example, people will learn the 
doctor role, as established in their culture, and the normative behaviour associated 
with it. This comprises all the typical characteristics and behaviour of a doctor (the 
doctor schema). However, if in a culture the majority of doctors are men (see earlier 
discussion) then the schema for doctor will include the predictive generalization 
that a doctor will be a man (along with all the other expected attributes of a 
doctor). Hence, the rich diversity of stereotypes in a culture reveals the underlying 
cultural patterning of cultural group members and guides a person’s expectations 
about others in their culture, and forms their shared meanings in within-culture 
communication. It is from this common knowledge that members of a culture can 
support or challenge the dominant ideologies within it.

Stereotypes and expectation in intercultural relations

Different cultures will have different stereotypes, which reveal differences in the 
cultural patterning of the members of the culture. For example, Americans will 
know the stereotypes of New Yorkers or Texans but they are unlikely to know the 
Chinese stereotypes of people from Beijing or the province of Henan. Similarly, 
a Chinese person will know the stereotypes of the inhabitants of Beijing and 
Henan but might not know the stereotypes of New Yorkers or Texans (unless they 
have picked them up from the media). Even when the name of a social role is the 
same in the two cultures (such as teacher, nurse or police officer) the normative 
expectations and stereotypes will often be different. Consider one culture, where 
teachers are typically viewed with great respect, teaching students who would not 
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contemplate disobeying them, and a second culture where teachers are viewed with 
less respect, with students who are often impertinent to them. In the first culture, a 
media representation of a school (in, say, a drama series) showing a student being 
impertinent to a teacher would be interpreted by the viewers as non-normative 
and hence quite shocking. It might symbolize a breakdown in school discipline or 
indicate a student having problems. However, in a media production in the second 
culture, a student being impertinent to a teacher might be viewed by the audience 
as typical student behaviour and simply portraying a familiar (stereotypical) 
representation of both teacher and student. Indeed, these differences in cultural 
patterning can be illustrated by examining the interpretation by members of one 
culture of television productions from a different culture. Research in this topic has 
demonstrated quite significant differences in the interpretation of a programme 
by the members of the two different cultures (Hinton 2020a). For example, 
a hugely popular American soap opera was not successful in Japan, where the 
viewers found it difficult to engage with it due to its characters’ ‘inconsistency’ 
and ‘incompatibility’, exhibiting behaviour very atypical of characters in their own 
Japanese drama series (Katz, Liebes and Iwao 1991).

Stereotypes as learnt cultural representations (Hinton 2020a) provide an 
approach to understanding another culture through an awareness of its stereotypical 
generalizations and the consequent cultural expectations of normative behaviour 
in the culture. Expectation is fundamental to intercultural encounters (Spencer-
Oatey and Kádár 2021). When someone from another culture behaves outside 
of the expected norms of behaviour of one’s own culture, an evaluation process 
is required to make sense of it (Spencer-Oatey and Kádár 2021). Violations of 
an expectation can be positive or negative, but they are often coloured by affect; 
that is, there is an emotional component to the interpretation of the unexpected 
(such as surprise). For example, when a person, from a culture where teachers are 
typically respected, views a student behaving impertinently to a teacher, this is not 
just unexpected but potentially shocking if seen as violating their own cultural 
ideology (prescriptive generalization) that students should not behave in such a 
manner. In these instances, the members of the other culture may be negatively 
evaluated and negatively stereotyped (Shi-xu 1995).

In the 1960s, sociologist Garfinkel (1967) asked his students to undertake 
non-normative behaviour, violating social expectations in American society, 
such as acting as a guest in the family home or approaching a professor and 
addressing him5 by his first name. The students found it almost impossible to 
do. On approaching the professor, the students reported a rising sense of anxiety 
which usually resulted in them withdrawing and not being able to address him. 
However, in modern English-speaking academia, such as Australia or the UK, it 
is becoming more typical for a student to address their professors by their first 
names (Formentelli and Hajek 2016). Bargiela et al. (2002: 1) argue that in such a 
context, the use of first names indicates ‘an ease of communication with strangers’. 
Indeed, at the beginning of their studies in the UK students are encouraged to do 
so by the professors themselves. Yet, students from other cultures, unfamiliar with 
this aspect of British academic life, may be shocked at the apparent familiarity of 
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British students to their professors, which, from their own cultural patterning, 
may appear very disrespectful. They may also feel anxiety in being expected to 
behave in a similar manner when studying in Britain, which requires overcoming 
a deep-seated sense of inappropriateness in addressing the professors by their first 
names. In many cases, British cultural expectations are explained to international 
students, but it may also be culturally sensitive to allow them to refer to the 
professors by title, at least until they are comfortable in addressing their professors 
by their first names in a British context.

Encountering the unexpected creates uncertainty, as an observed person 
is not behaving in terms of a cultural norm. This is particularly the case in 
intercultural encounters, where uncertainty and anxiety may be closely allied 
for a person sojourning in an unfamiliar culture (Berry 2017). While travellers 
to other cultures may believe themselves to be open to other cultures, they are 
still potentially influenced by their own cultural ideological assumptions (such as 
Western individualism and egalitarianism) in their interpretation of unexpected 
behaviour. Spencer-Oatey and Kádár (2021) refer to such a basis of an evaluation 
as an ‘evaluation warrant’ with different warrants applied in different contexts. For 
example, Shi-xu (1995) examined the accounts of travellers to other countries (in 
travel books and radio programmes), many of whom saw themselves as highly 
positive towards the culture they described. But on encountering ‘unreasonable 
behaviour’, such as behaviour (in a marketplace or a hotel) which they interpreted 
as morally wrong, then they would attribute a moral inferiority to the members 
of the other culture and make a stereotyped generalization about them, such as 
claiming that they were rude.

Thus, aspects of an underlying ideological value system (an evaluation warrant, 
using the terminology of Spencer-Oatey and Kádár 2021) are applied to various 
contexts in an intercultural relationship. For example, employing a Western 
educational warrant, it may be argued that students should speak up in the classroom 
– a prescriptive generalization about behaviour. Hence, when a student does not 
talk in a class then a (Western) teacher might attribute this behaviour negatively 
to an internal factor such as a lack of engagement or in the case where the student 
is identifiably Japanese, and other Japanese students have behaved similarly, as 
Japanese ‘reserve’ (Murray and McConachy 2018). However, a cultural theory 
of stereotypes argues that cultural explanations should be sought before making 
personality attributions when a violation of the Western normative expectations 
occurs in an intercultural encounter. For example, in the multicultural classroom, 
new and more inclusive teaching methods could be developed to incorporate 
diverse cultural ways of participation in the class.

Conclusion

Hinton’s cultural theory of stereotypes argues that generalizations about the 
members of a social group (such as accountants are ‘boring’ or the Japanese are 
‘reserved’) are not the result of faulty cognition but arise from the normative 
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structure of a culture. Traditionally, Western academic psychology has sought to 
determine whether the characteristics attributed to a social group are accurate 
or inaccurate judgements of the personality of the group members. However, 
the cultural model argues that it is not a question whether a group of people do 
or do not have a common (‘essential’) personality characteristic, but one of how 
and why this social group is represented in this way in this culture. The answer 
lies in the social history of the culture. Stereotypes are cultural constructions, 
known by the members of a culture (regardless of whether they agree with them 
or not). Hence, it is the normative structure of a culture and the underlying 
dominant ideologies within it that should be examined to reveal the source of 
stereotypical generalizations about a social group. Ideologies of difference 
(Pickering 2001) in combination with a belief in individual psychological causes 
of behaviour (individualism) can result in normative behaviour being attributed 
to the personality of social group members rather than seeking an explanation 
in the cultural history. Furthermore, when people behave in unexpected ways, 
such as someone from another culture not following expected social norms, their 
behaviour may also be attributed to (often negative) personality characteristics.

Consequently, Hinton’s cultural model of stereotypes provides a number of 
key points for educators and intercultural trainers when they explore the effect of 
stereotypes in intercultural interactions. Stereotypes, as cultural representations, 
provide an insight into the underlying ideologies within a culture and the 
expectations of the members of that culture about the behaviour associated 
with the different social roles in their society. However, social groups and their 
associated stereotypes will differ across cultures, as stereotypes are related to the 
structure and ideologies of a culture. In any intercultural encounter, one should 
be aware that one’s own learnt cultural representations and expectations of 
normative behaviour may negatively influence the effectiveness of the encounter. 
Also, knowledge of the normative expectations of members of the other culture 
can facilitate the effectiveness of the encounter. We can learn a lot about another 
culture by examining its stereotypes. However, stereotypes do present a barrier 
to effective intercultural communication when the generalized expectations 
about behaviour from one culture are applied to a different culture (with different 
expectations). And when a member of another culture behaves in an unexpected 
manner, the question of different cultural norms should be explored first, rather 
than making any essentialist attributions of their personality. Finally, this cultural 
theory of stereotypes (Hinton 2020a) provides a theoretical underpinning of the 
importance of cultural sensitivity in intercultural encounters – an awareness that 
the generalized expectations learnt from our own culture may not be applicable 
to members of another culture – as without it people tend to make unwarranted 
personality judgements. Also, stereotypes, rather than revealing the errors and 
biases of the human mind, reveal the complex social structure of a culture in terms 
of its dominant ideologies and the normative expectations of behaviour of the 
social groups within it. Consequently, stereotypes should be viewed not as fixed 
ideas in the human mind but as cultural representations that can change when the 
culture changes.
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Notes

1 In this context, American is used to refer to the people and culture of the United States, 
where the majority of stereotype research has taken place.

2 They used a term no longer deemed appropriate for this group.
3 An allusion to certain twentieth-century American cowboy dramas, where the bad 

guys wore black hats and the good guys wore white hats.
4 He himself identified with the liberal democratic viewpoint (Nicholson, 2003).
5 It was a male professor in the example.
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hapter C 6

PERCEIVED CULTURAL VALUES, ESSENTIALISM 
AND INTERCULTURAL ENCOUNTERS

Ronald Fischer

Introduction

Intercultural researchers often celebrate cultural diversity around values and 
norms, yet recent research suggests that value differences along national culture 
lines are often rather small in comparison to individual differences in values. 
This raises interesting questions. For example, to what extent do laypeople over- 
or underestimate value differences between individuals from different cultures? 
Can we correctly estimate whether some values (e.g. tradition values) vary more 
between cultures than other values (e.g. the value of friendship)? What cognitive 
mechanisms may contribute to any such biases and can we identify situations 
that amplify any cognitive biases? To answer these questions, I first report two 
studies in which members of the general public (Study 1) and students in a 
cultural psychology programme (Study 2) in New Zealand/Aotearoa were asked to 
estimate the relative influence of culture on value ratings. When comparing these 
ratings with empirical estimates of cultural differences (Fischer and Schwartz 
2011), respondents consistently overestimated cultural differences. At the same 
time, people were relatively accurate in identifying those values that have been 
found to vary relatively more across nations. Furthermore, individuals who have 
lived in another culture tended to be somewhat more accurate (they showed less 
overestimation bias). These patterns seem to imply that our cognitive system is 
geared towards making possible distinctions between groups more salient. Such 
dynamics are well documented in basic perceptual and social group contexts but 
obviously have significant implications for intergroup relations.

Later in the chapter, I explore one possible mechanism that may contribute 
to these overestimated differences. Both scientific and lay conceptions of culture 
imply that cultures have underlying essences, that is, beliefs that social categories 
have underlying meanings which define all members and are used to quickly 
categorize individuals into in-groups and out-groups. These mechanisms may 
become particularly salient when individuals are faced with uncertainty as 
relying on essential categories may restore some sense of predictability. I test 
this uncertainty mechanism by exploring the role of uncertainty dynamics for 
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making essentialist explanations of culture more salient overall and when cues 
indicate that an interaction partner may be an out-group member. Therefore, 
linking perceptual processes in intergroup interactions (overestimation of value 
differences) to motivational accounts of essentialism and uncertainty, I argue that 
we need to pay greater attention to evolutionary-derived cognitive mechanisms in 
order to improve intercultural relations.

Among anthropologists and cross-cultural psychologists ‘culture’ is defined as a 
‘programming of the mind’ (Hofstede 1980: 25), that is, a shared-meaning system 
of beliefs, values and norms that distinguishes one group of people from another 
and is passed on through socialization (Fischer and Schwartz 2011; Kuper 1999; 
Lehman et al. 2004). Most psychologists today would agree that culture affects and 
modulates a large number of psychological processes. Over the last forty years, 
cultural differences primarily along divisions of nation states have been noted for 
perception, cognitive styles and abilities, personality, emotion and social behaviour 
(for general reviews, see Berry et al. 2011; Nisbett et al. 2001; Smith et al. 2013). 
Hofstede’s (1980) seminal work on values as the ‘mental programs of culture’ has 
provided a dimensional framework for mapping cultural differences of modern-day 
nation states1 that has been used widely across the social and behavioural sciences. 
As a consequence, values (especially individualism-collectivism, Oyserman et al. 
2002) have taken a central role in explaining cultural differences in attitudes and 
behaviours. This impressive body of research on cultural differences is matched 
by a relative lack of research on how people actually perceive cultural differences. 
How accurate are individuals in judging cultural differences and do individuals 
use cues from interactions that an individual is an out-group member to then 
essentialize and stereotype their interaction partner? Under what circumstances 
do people rely more or less on cultural information of actors?

To provide some overview of the current chapter which aims to address these 
questions, in the first two studies I examine to what extent individuals in New 
Zealand may overestimate cultural differences in values. I also test whether such 
estimates are indiscriminate or whether participants can distinguish which values 
may show larger or smaller differences across cultures. I then link these findings 
to recent theorizing about essentialism and the role of uncertainty in activating 
essentialist categories about culture. In the third study I test whether making 
uncertainty salient increases essentialist perceptions of culture. In the fourth and 
final study, I examine whether individuals are more likely to endorse cultural 
attributions of behaviour under uncertainty. Together, these studies contribute 
to our understanding on how individuals may process cultural information and 
under what conditions this information is being used more readily.

Culture and the perception of value differences

I focus on perceptions of differences in values because values have emerged as 
a core construct of cultural research that has been used to describe and explain 
how societies and individuals differ around the world (Smith et al. 2013). The 
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first question that interests me here is how accurate individuals might be in 
perceiving cultural differences in values. Previous research involving surveys 
with representative samples around the world has provided empirical estimates of 
variability in values measured using different instruments around the globe. On 
average, nation state as a proxy of national culture explains between 3 per cent and 
30 per cent of the variance in responses to value questions in large multinational 
surveys, with the average amount due to national culture typically being 10 per 
cent or less (D’Andrade 2008; Fischer 2017, 2021; Fischer and Schwartz 2011; 
van Herk and Poortinga 2012). For other areas such as personality or norms, the 
estimates are of a similar magnitude (e.g. Bartram 2013; Fischer 2012; Van Hemert 
and Poortinga 2001). At the same time, laypeople may perceive much larger 
differences in values than are found in these representative surveys of values.

The eminent cognitive anthropologist Roy D’Andrade (2008) noted that 
students of culture often overestimate cultural differences in values and interpret 
any observed behavioural differences as reflections of underlying value differences. 
He argued that

it is difficult for people to give up using the term value when actually referring to 
behavioural differences. . . . There seems to be a wish to essentialize when some 
behavioural difference signals something deep and important to the observer. 
Given the ease of making this essentializing move that can satisfy so many 
ideological proclivities, it is unlikely that it will ever be popularly understood 
that cultures do not vary much in personal values. We do not want to believe 
this. (p. 139)

This observation is of relevance for cross-cultural training and prejudice reduction 
efforts. Many training initiatives aim to increase the salience of culture as an 
attributional category, facilitating the ease with which unexpected behaviour 
could be explained by a simple heuristic. This emphasis on recognizing cultural 
differences may actually further accentuate or exaggerate value differences 
between individuals from different cultural backgrounds, leading to stereotyping 
or marginalization of others as being an ‘alien other’ when in fact individuals may 
share much common (value) ground that can be used to decrease stereotyping and 
prejudice.

Essentialist beliefs and social categorization

Such dynamics are even more important to consider when seen through different 
lines of research focused on essentialist beliefs about race (Chao et al. 2007), 
gender (Morton, Postmes, Haslam and Hornsey 2009), national identity (Zagefka, 
Pehrson, Mole and Chan 2010) and personality (Haslam, Bastian and Bissett 2004). 
The work on essentialism originated within philosophy, going back to Aristotelian 
notions of all things having some inherent properties called ‘essences’. Allport 
(1954) introduced the idea of belief in essences into psychology and noted that 
it may lead to greater stigmatization and prejudice. Indeed, a number of studies 
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have shown that essentializing group categories can lead to negative consequences, 
including stereotyping and prejudice (Haslam, Bastian, Bain and Kashima 2006; 
Morton et al. 2009; Prentice and Miller 2007).

Much of this work has focused on social categories such as race, gender or 
occupations. But it is also possible to think of ‘culture’ as an essentialist category 
(Chao et al. 2007, 2015). After all, as exemplified by Hofstede’s famous claim, 
culture is supposed to be the product of a collective programming of the mind, 
making members of a culture more similar to each other and different from others. 
The origins of these cultural differences are thought to originate in socialization 
and social learning, which makes culturally learnt behaviours, beliefs and values 
characteristic of a group of people but certainly not immutable. Other behaviours 
or concepts could be learnt, leading to a weakening of the category essences. 
However, from a lay theory perspective, the essentializing of these differences 
has informative value which explains why individuals may use ‘culture’ as an 
essentialist category similar to race or gender (Chao and Kung 2015). Given what 
we know about essentialism of social categories, essentializing cultural differences 
may result in negative social consequences.

What may underlie this proposed overestimation bias? Cognitive approaches 
to group perception do provide some plausible mechanism for these patterns. 
Human perception and cognition are schema-driven and relies on prototype-
based classifications of objects (Rumelhart 1980). Objects are perceived in terms 
of salient features and these are then assimilated to prototypical group categories 
that maximize similarity within categories and maximize differences between 
categories. The processing of categories in this manner is a basic cognitive 
mechanism that applies to any category and extends to social groupings (Fiske 
and Taylor 1991). Similar processes are now integrated in contemporary models of 
the brain using predictive coding models (Clark 2013). These various approaches 
across different disciplines suggest that information reduction and prototypical 
category formation that allows classifying environmental input against stored 
memory content are key mechanisms within the human brain. Extending and 
simplifying this in the context of intergroup classifications, for our brain it may be 
useful to quickly decide whether somebody is an in-group or out-group member 
when encountering a new interaction partner. To do this, information that may 
indicate group membership may be quickly encoded and contrasted to highlight 
boundaries with greatest efficiency (see Cosmides et al. 2003). As I will elaborate 
in the second section of this chapter, these mechanisms may become particularly 
important in conditions of uncertainty. When faced with situational or existential 
uncertainty, individuals may be particularly prone to make quick decisions on 
group membership of others and therefore are more likely to use essentialist 
categorization.

Returning to the question of the perceptions of value differences, we may ask 
how much of a problem are these claims by D’Andrade? Claims of overestimation 
of cultural differences have not been systematically tested and this is the first major 
contribution of the current chapter. Hence, the first question to be addressed here 
is whether laypeople over- or underestimate cross-national differences in values. 
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To provide an approximation of possible biases, I compare estimates of differences 
in values with empirically derived empirical estimates of differences in values in 
large representative samples.

Second, it needs to be examined whether any overestimation (or 
underestimation) is insensitive to the information (e.g. values) being judged or 
whether individuals are able to discriminate which values show larger or smaller 
differences across cultures. Our cognitive system may be able to distinguish group-
distinguishing features relatively accurately, even though it may overestimate 
differences in general. For example, we may be better at guessing that tradition 
values differ across the world (e.g. in some nations, people value tradition a lot and 
in others not so much) compared to valuing friendship, which might be relatively 
important everywhere and therefore may show less variability across nations. 
Therefore, I test whether the relative ordering of the ratings of cross-cultural 
differences in values by laypeople corresponds to previously observed magnitudes 
of cross-national differences in these values.

Study 1 – A first estimation of the accuracy of 
cultural differences in value ratings

A total of 136 participants were approached in public places in Wellington, 
New Zealand/Aotearoa, and agreed to participate in a study on perceptions of 
cultural differences around the world. The average age was 34.3 years and seventy-
seven participants identified as female. In the sample, fifty-one participants were 
migrants (non-NZ born individuals) and have been in the country for 3.5 years at 
the median (minimum time was less than 1 year, maximum was 22 years). They 
were presented with fifteen values from the Schwartz Value Survey (Schwartz 
1992). I selected those values that had shown the largest and smallest cross-
national differences across the world and therefore largest individual difference 
effects within each nation (Fischer and Schwartz 2011). The largest differences 
across national populations were found for respect for tradition, ambitious, self-
discipline, clean, honouring parents, obedient, politeness, preserving public image, 
devout and humble. The smallest differences across cultures were observed for: 
true friendship, forgiving, creativity, helpful and independent. In other words, in 
the previous study individuals within a nation state agreed with each other more 
and at the same time showed greater group differences between nations for the 
first set, whereas the second set of values showed greater individual differences 
and lower agreement about importance within nation states and rather weak 
cross-national differences in value importance. The important point here is to 
note that these target values were chosen a priori for the current study because the 
selected target values showed the largest and smallest differences across the world, 
respectively.

Participants were told that these values were included in a large international 
study involving teachers and students in sixty-nine countries (example countries 
listed were the United States, Japan, China, India, Thailand, Nigeria, Senegal, 
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Jordan, Germany, France, United Kingdom, Brazil, Argentina, Australia, New 
Zealand/Aotearoa and Fiji). The instruction for participants was to estimate the 
extent of differences between people from all these different countries on a scale 
from 0 (no differences between countries in general) to 100 (total differences 
between countries and no variation within countries between individuals). This 
scale was chosen to align with the rescaled percentage of explained variance 
from the previous global analysis of values (Fischer and Schwartz 2011; see also 
Fischer 2021 for similar estimates with nationally representative samples). It was 
emphasized that the focus is on estimating the general differences in values that are 
due to one’s cultural background versus one’s personal individual characteristics. 
These instructions were pretested with a group of ten members of the public and 
were judged to be understandable. All material was presented in English.

The average estimated difference across all fifteen values on a scale from 
0 to 100 was 52.08 (SD = 20.5), which is significantly larger than the observed 
empirical mean difference of 15.1 across the 69 countries: t(135) = 20.99, p < .001. 
This effect was still significant when comparing the perceived difference of 52.08 
to the largest observed difference in religion-related values of 30.0 ( t(135)=12.54, 
p < .001). Therefore, in line with D’Andrade’s observations, laypeople overestimate 
cultural differences in values.

I then estimated whether laypeople correctly identify those values that show 
larger and smaller differences in real-world value ratings. To estimate whether the 
estimation of perceived differences corresponds to relative empirical differences 
in values, I correlated the perceived difference estimates with the empirical value 
differences for values (derived from teacher data collected by Schwartz (1992) 
from fifty-four samples across all inhabited continents). The relative differences 
of cultural influences on values were judged fairly accurately: r =.76, p < .01 
(see Figure 6.1). Values with larger observed cultural differences (e.g. social and 
traditional values) were seen as more influenced by culture than values that vary 
more between individuals (e.g. true friendship, creativity).

Therefore, so far it appears that participants overestimated cultural differences 
in values quite dramatically but were relatively accurate in distinguishing those 
values that are more likely to vary across cultures from those that vary more 
between individuals and not between countries.

As an exploratory analysis, I examined whether some demographic variables 
covaried with the value difference ratings by individuals in the current sample. I 
compared the scores of those individuals who had lived in another culture for at 
least six months or more (N = 63) with those who have lived for less than six months 
in another culture. Comparing the two groups on each of the value ratings, only 
two comparisons were statistically reliable. People who have been abroad for longer 
periods perceived smaller cultural differences for obedience values (F[1,119]=5.06, 
p < .05, eta-squared = .041) and creativity values (F[1,119]=5.02, p < .05, eta-
squared = .041). Even though not statistically significant, the trend was the same for 
all values: individuals who have been exposed to another cultural context perceived 
fewer cultural differences in values. The same pattern emerged when correlating 
the time lived in another culture with the individual value difference perceptions. 
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All correlations were negative (average r = –.12, p = .17). Therefore, more cultural 
experience and knowledge decreased overestimation biases.

Bringing these patterns together, this study suggests that laypeople in New 
Zealand overestimate value differences from previous cross-national studies 
but are actually relatively accurate in identifying values that vary more between 
cultures. Drawing upon the original study by Fischer and Schwartz, it is interesting 
to observe that more person-oriented values showed smaller cultural differences 
and were also perceived as varying more between individuals rather than between 
nations. This may make sense as differences in individually focused values such as 
valuing creativity, being helpful or independent are informative for interpersonal 
interactions, relatively independent of the group membership of the interaction 
partner. Values important for regulating social group living such as obedience, 
tradition or preserving one’s public image on the other hand provide information 
on group dynamics and may indicate membership in more or less conservative 
groups. Hence, such values may have greater informative value for detecting group 
membership and therefore our social perception may be sensitized to quickly 
differentiate individuals (and overemphasize differences). This is a speculation but 
may be plausible given what we know about evolutionary-derived social cognition 
mechanisms (Gil-White 2001).

Figure 6.1 Relationship between observed and perceived differences in values in Study 1.
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Finally, individuals who had more cultural experience and knowledge as 
implied by their overseas experience were a bit more accurate in correctly 
estimating smaller cultural differences. This suggests that lay perceptions of culture 
overestimate cultural differences and therefore may contribute to stereotyping 
and marginalization of others that are deemed to not share one’s values, but that 
greater exposure to cultural diversity may help to reduce these cognitive biases.

Study 2 – A replication with aspiring cultural experts

The first study suggests that absolute cultural differences in values are 
overestimated, while relative values differences are perceived fairly accurately. 
One of the shortcomings of the study was that the instructions were relatively 
abstract and laypeople may not well be placed to evaluate these differences. 
Therefore, I selected aspiring cultural experts in New Zealand/Aotearoa as a 
second group of participants that should be better equipped to estimate these 
differences. Participants were graduate students in a dedicated cultural psychology 
programme at Victoria University of Wellington. These students are familiar 
with the concept of explained variance, that is, the statistical idea of how much 
variability in observations can be attributed to group membership. This concept 
is of central importance in modern statistics for understanding the magnitude 
of observed differences. The participants are also well familiar with the Schwartz 
theory of values and have advanced theoretical and practical knowledge in cultural 
psychology and anthropology. Therefore, using these future experts provides an 
independent and rather conservative test of the hypotheses.

A total of fifteen MSc and PhD students (eleven females, mean age = 30.8 years) 
in a cross-cultural psychology programme at Victoria University of Wellington 
agreed to participate. Of these fifteen students, fourteen students had lived and 
worked in other countries other than their country of birth (mean time overseas = 
7.7 years). Therefore, these participants were highly knowledgeable of different 
cultural systems at both theoretical and practical levels. I presented them with 
a slightly extended list of nineteen values (adding successful, national security, 
mature love, privacy) that had shown the largest and smallest differences across 
societies (Fischer and Schwartz 2011). Again, these values were chosen on 
theoretical grounds because they had demonstrated largest and smallest cultural 
differences across a total of sixty-nine different cultural samples in previous 
research.

Because all participants had taken advanced statistics classes and were familiar 
with the statistical concept of explained variance, the instructions were modified 
and respondents were asked to estimate the amount of variance that was due to 
national differences in the original data reported by Schwartz (1992). They were 
reminded of the number of countries included in the Schwartz value study.

Again, the estimated mean difference of 47.38 across all nineteen values indicated 
that aspiring cultural experts overestimate value differences, replicating what was 
found in Study 1. This difference between perceptions and observations was highly 
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significant, even when judged against the largest observed value difference in values 
related to religion: t(14)=8.05, p < .0001. I again tested whether values that show 
greater differences across cultural samples were distinguished from values that show 
more individual differences. I found the same pattern as in Study 1: the relative 
differences were judged fairly accurately: r = .47, p < .05. People ascribe larger 
differences to values that empirically show greater differences between cultures and 
attribute smaller cultural differences to values that show more individual variability.

Study 2 was smaller and more homogenous in cultural experiences, which 
makes a test of individual differences in overestimation biases in value difference 
ratings more challenging. I correlated the time that participants had spent in 
other cultures with their estimated cultural differences in values. Again, the same 
negative correlation emerged: r = –.21, N = 15, p = .46, but it was not statistically 
reliable. As in Study 1, greater intercultural experience is associated with a trend 
towards greater accuracy in perceiving the relative absence of cultural differences 
in underlying values.

Discussion

People overestimate cultural differences in human values. The current pattern 
provides more systematic empirical support for D’Andrade’s (2008) observations. 
It appears that our human perception is well attuned to quickly detect possible out-
group members. Such a focus on overemphasizing differences between groups may 
be related to essentialism as a cognitive mechanism. In the social sphere, essentialism 
is the belief that social categories have underlying meanings (essences) or defining 
features (Chao et al. 2007; Haslam et al. 2000), including beliefs that categories 
are discrete, have an underlying meaning and reflect some deeper essences that 
affect most or all members of that category. Boundaries around national culture 
create one form of social category that is characterized by relative distinctiveness 
or inherence (you are born Japanese or Canadian which distinguishes you 
from people born elsewhere), is consistent across time and individuals, and has 
informative value about norms, relationships and customs (e.g. Haslam et al. 2000; 
Lickel et al. 2006). This theoretical assumption aligns with self-categorization 
theory (Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher and Wetherell 1987), which examines the 
cognitive mechanisms underlying how people draw boundaries between groups, 
including how situational relevant group boundaries make out-group members 
appear more homogenous and more dissimilar compared to one’s own group. It is 
also consistent with cognitive theories of group membership encoding (Cosmides 
et al. 2003) and modern theories of the predictive brain (Clark 2013).

An interesting question is how such mechanisms may play out in relation to 
culture and cultural differences. This will be the focus of the next set of studies.

Cultural essentialism

As noted in the introduction, culture is often defined in terms of communality 
of members of a group, as a ‘programming of the mind’ (Hofstede 1980: 25). 
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These definitions satisfy many of the attributes of essentialist beliefs (with the 
notable exception that inheritance and biological determinism are not part of the 
definitions of culture). Similarly, laypeople perceive cultures as shared-meaning 
systems that are stable and enduring (Fischer 2012, 2011; Verkuyten 2003) and are 
therefore likely to use essentialist categories (Verkuyten 2003).

Current research has often focused on essentialist beliefs about gender, race 
or nationality (e.g. Morton et al. 2009; Verkuyten 2003; Zagefka et al. 2010). A 
common assumption is that essentialist categories have negative consequences 
(Prentice and Miller 2007). In the case of culture, essentialism may be adaptive 
and functional when seen from an evolutionary cognitive perspective. When 
first introducing ‘belief in essences’, Allport (1954) noted that ‘it is not necessary 
for all simplifications to be malign’ (p. 169) and argued essentialism is a 
simplification that helps to make sense of the world and reduce complex social 
dynamics, enabling easier interpretation. Cultural encounters are threatening 
and highly ambiguous (Ward et al. 2001). Our sense of normality is challenged 
by interaction partners who do not conform to our social norm expectations or 
conventions, thereby increasing uneasiness and uncertainty (Mendes et al. 2007). 
Uncertainty can be described as situations in which one does not fully understand 
important characteristics of the situation or where insufficient information 
about relationships, norms and goals are available (Van den Bos and Lind 2002). 
Uncertainty in general is considered an unpleasant state and individuals are 
motivated to reduce uncertainty (Mendes, et al. 2007; Van den Bos and Lind 
2002). One activity that can help reduce uncertainty and therefore decrease the 
unpleasant states associated with it is the activation of cognitive heuristics that 
explain the world. Essential categories can fulfil exactly this uncertainty reduction 
goal because they are seen as providing assurances about the core characteristics 
– the essences – of social categories (e.g. groups in social interactions). Therefore, 
using an essentialist heuristic provides informational value and therefore restores 
a certain level of certainty. These heuristics provide a simple cognitive shortcut to 
help explain unexpected behaviour and re-establish meaning. Thus, essentialist 
beliefs can be utilized as fast and automatic heuristic process to reduce the 
uncertainty present in cultural encounters.

This proposed mechanism fits with some of the research in the social identity 
tradition. For example, Hogg (2000, 2007) developed uncertainty-identity theory 
as a motivational extension of social identity theory (Tajfel and Turner 1979). He 
proposed that individuals show greater in-group bias and are more likely to identify 
with more homogenous in-groups when feeling uncertain. These propositions have 
been supported in laboratory research and with student-based samples (see Hogg 
2007). This theory is compatible with the current proposition of sense-making 
when confronted with an uncertainty situation. However, uncertainty-identity 
theory is more focused on intergroup processes in general, that is, what motivates 
in-group identification and what types of groups have the highest identification 
potential under uncertainty. In contrast, the current predictions relate to how 
people think about culture (which applies to both in- and out-groups) and how 
this effects their attention to the cultural identity of interaction partners.
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Bringing these ideas together, it could be expected that uncertainty increases 
salient essentialist beliefs in cultural categories. To test such an uncertainty 
reducing mechanism of essentialism, the third study is an experiment in which 
individuals were primed with uncertainty (van den Bos and Lind 2002) before 
answering a short cultural essentialism measure. The final study then examined 
the impact of uncertainty on attributional processes in intergroup contexts. These 
two studies together test whether essential beliefs can help to reduce the inherent 
uncertainty experienced in intercultural interactions.

Study 3 – Activating cultural essentialism via situational uncertainty

Participants were 146 members of the general public in Wellington, New Zealand/
Aotearoa. The average age was thirty-two years, 50.7 per cent were male and 60.4 
per cent had lived in another culture (4 per cent missing values). All material was 
presented in English, and all participants had sufficient English knowledge to 
respond to the questions.

Participants were approached in the central business district and asked 
to participate in a short study on perceptions of culture. Upon agreeing to 
participate, the priming task was administered. People were randomly assigned to 
an uncertainty or control condition. Following Van den Bos (2001), uncertainty 
was primed by responding to two open-ended questions about thoughts and 
feelings regarding being uncertain (e.g., ‘please briefly describe the emotions that 
the thought of your being uncertain arouses in you’). Participants in the control 
condition were asked two questions that did not invoke any feelings and thoughts 
about uncertainty (e.g. ‘please briefly describe the emotions that the thought of 
you listening to music arouses in you’).

Cultural essentialism (CES) was measured by adapting five items from Chao 
et al. (2007) and Haslam et al. (2004), which had been pretested by Fischer (2011). 
CES measures to what extent people see culture as a shared, defining and essential 
aspect of a person that deeply influences how they behave in social situations. An 
example item is ‘Culture is a central aspect of a person’s personality, it defines who 
you are’. Answers were recorded on a seven-point strongly disagree–strongly agree 
Likert-type scale (Cronbach’s alpha was .69).

Results and discussion

A one-way ANOVA was performed. The effect of uncertainty salience was 
significant: F(1,144) = 5.36, p < .05, d = .67. Preliminary analyses had suggested 
gender differences. Therefore, a regression controlling for gender and having 
lived in another culture showed a significant effect of gender (standardized 
beta = .18, p < .05). The effect of uncertainty priming remained significant: 
standardized beta = .17, p < .05, ΔR2 = .029, supporting the hypothesis. Thus, 
uncertainty increased the salience of culture as an essential category. This 
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provides a first support for the uncertainty mechanism of essential categories of 
culture. The final study explores this further.

Study 4 – Cultural essentialism and intergroup perceptions

The previous study suggested that uncertainty increases the salience of cultural 
essentialism, explaining one important condition of why people may hold 
essentialist beliefs about culture. Essentialist beliefs help to make sense of one’s 
world. Applying this to intercultural interactions, culture can be used as an 
attribution for unexpected or ambiguous behaviour in social interactions with 
out-group members. When interacting with people from one’s in-group, we tend 
to follow certain scripts and norms that make interactions predictable (Gil-White 
2001). If these expectations are violated, uncertainty is created and individuals are 
motivated to make sense of the interaction and search for cues that might explain 
the unexpected behaviours. Perceptible cues indicating out-group status (accent, 
clothing, symbols etc.) provide important information potentially explaining 
unexpected behaviour (Gil-White 2001).

Believing that cultures have essences should make individuals focus more on 
the cultural background of out-group members within interactions. Cues about 
a different cultural background become meaningful information that are used to 
make sense of the ambiguous situation. Unusual or unexpected behaviours should 
then be interpreted as being due to the cultural background of the interaction 
partner, a process that should be amplified when uncertainty is salient. This 
implies a three-way interaction: cultural attributions of unexpected behaviour are 
more likely if (1) people hold essentialist beliefs about culture, (2) the interaction 
partner is an out-group member and (3) uncertainty is high. To test this, the 
following study adapted a scenario approach borrowed from the intercultural 
training literature (e.g. Cushner and Brislin 1995).

A total of 125 members of the public (53 per cent male, four unspecified) 
participated. The mean age of participants was twenty-nine years. The majority 
of participants (74.4 per cent) were born in New Zealand/Aotearoa, followed by 
individuals from other English-speaking countries (United Kingdom, United 
States, Australia: 20.0 per cent). Less than half of the participants (45.8 per cent) 
reported having previously lived in another culture.

Members of the public were recruited in the central business district in 
Wellington, New Zealand/Aotearoa, to participate in a short study on social 
perception. Upon agreeing to participate, half of the participants were randomly 
assigned to the uncertainty condition; the other half completed the control 
condition (identical to Study 3). All material was presented in English, and all 
participants had sufficient English proficiency to participate in the study.

Then, participants were presented with five short scenarios describing a 
hypothetical interaction. These were adapted from existing intercultural training 
modules (Cushner and Brislin 1995) after discussions with five international 
postgraduate students who reflected on their experiences living in a different 
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culture. The scenarios consisted of an interaction between two individuals, in 
which some problem or strange behaviour occurred: fast and reckless driving; 
being silent in a business meeting; throwing a lavish party for work colleagues; 
giving gifts to neighbours when moving into a new apartment; and not answering 
phone calls after a dinner out. Pretests with two samples of undergraduate 
students and members of the public had shown that these scenarios were judged 
as realistic, but that the behaviour was somewhat unusual for the local cultural 
context (Fischer 2011).

Cultural background was manipulated through information about the main 
protagonist. Half the participants completed the scenarios where the main person 
had an English name (in-group condition). For the other half, the main actor had a 
foreign name (e.g. Mr Singh, Tamika, Fatima, Mr Samenieh) and was described as 
having recently obtained a work visa. Manipulation checks were not included here 
since they would have been confounded with the dependent variable.

For each scenario, a number of potential explanations for the actor’s behaviour 
were listed (e.g. situational, personality and cultural characteristics), chosen as 
the most likely explanations in pretests. The dependent variable was the same 
cultural explanation included in all scenarios: ‘It is part of his/her culture to 
behave like this.’ This item was rated on a seven-point Likert scale from ‘very 
unlikely’ to ‘very likely’. Cronbach’s alpha for the combined measure across the 
five scenarios was .62.

Finally, the respondents completed an expanded nine-item essentialism 
measure (Cronbach’s alpha .79). Items were added to focus more specifically on 
the informational value provided by cultural essentialism (Haslam et al. 2000).

Results and discussion

Moderated regression was used to test the hypothesis. Uncertainty and group 
information were entered as dummies and essentialism was entered as a mean-
centred continuous variable, before entering all two and three-way interactions. 
None of the demographics had a significant effect; therefore, they were not 
included in the regression.

Essentialism had a significant positive effect in the regression (β= .45, p = .001). 
Greater essentialism was associated with more cultural attributions of behaviour, 
suggesting that individuals with higher essentialism use a cultural lens to interpret 
any behaviours. Group information was also significant (β = .33, p = .047). 
Behaviour of individuals with foreign sounding names was more likely attributed 
to their cultural background than other characteristics. These effects were qualified 
by a significant three-way interaction (β = .69, p = .05, ΔR2 = .026). To explore the 
three-way interaction, the regression was rerun separately for the control and the 
uncertainty priming conditions. For the control condition, both essentialism and 
group information main effects were significant (p < .05) but not the interaction (p > 
.5). For the uncertainty priming condition, the two-way interaction was significant 
(β = .48, p = .03, explained variance 6.1 per cent). Figure 6.2 shows the interaction. 
Essentialism was more strongly associated with cultural attributions in the out-
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group information condition (explained variance 31.9 per cent, p < .001) compared 
to the in-group information condition (explained variance 13.6 per cent, p = .03). 
Therefore, the uncertainty trigger hypothesis was supported.

Overall discussion

This line of research was inspired by observations by a famous cognitive 
anthropologist stating that ‘There seems to be a wish to essentialize when some 
behavioural difference signals something deep and important to the observer’ 
(D’Andrade 2008: 139). By both confirming that individuals living in one Western 
society consistently overestimate absolute differences (while still largely correctly 
identifying which values may vary more or less across cultures) and then examining 
the essentialism component within D’Andrade’s argument, I started to unpackage 
some possible mechanisms underlying this claim.

The overestimation of differences in social categories may have been an 
important evolutionary mechanism of discriminating in-group and out-group 
members. For group survival it is better to overestimate differences and classify 
ambiguous individuals as out-group members (e.g. potential enemies) (e.g. Gil-

Figure 6.2 Interaction between cultural essentialism and cultural group information on 
cultural attributions in the uncertainty salient condition.
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White 2001). Hence, the overestimation of group differences, including cultural 
differences, may have had a functional utility in the development of humans as 
social animals. This functionality of discriminating in-group from out-group 
members may explain why people perceive larger differences in values between 
different cultural groups. In-group detection was a salient concern for living in 
social groups and overemphasizing group differences was functional to detect 
potential enemies in prehistoric times.

At the same time, the relative ordering of value differences matched between 
large surveys and the perceptions of both laypeople and aspiring experts. What may 
account for this relative accuracy? Cultural differences in large-scale value surveys are 
typically larger for social values related to conformity, traditions and social customs 
and are smaller for values related to person-oriented values, including values related 
to stimulation, caring about closely related others and achievement (Fischer 2012; 
Fischer and Schwartz 2011; van Hemert and Poortinga 2001). Given the noted 
functionality of overestimation biases, the biases appear to be not uniform but are 
rather influenced by the importance of each specific value for group functioning. In 
order to interact with other humans, our cognitive system needs to be fairly accurate 
and well calibrated to detect the intentions of individuals to avoid deception and 
potential exploitation (Lissek et al. 2008; Trivers 1971). This should lead to greater 
scrutiny of certain values, especially those values related to benevolence, competence 
and autonomy. As discussed in Study 1, person-oriented values may be perceived 
more in terms of individual differences because these values are informative for 
interpersonal exchanges, independent of the group membership of the interaction 
partner. In contrast, for social and group-focused values, people should judge 
individual interaction partners more in terms of their group affiliation, leading to 
attributions along group lines (resulting in overestimation of differences). Although 
this remains a speculation at this point, this reasoning is in line with the pattern that 
was found in the current study and is aligned with evolutionary account of social 
cognition (Cosmides et al. 2003; Gil-White 2001).

These essentializing mechanisms appear to be driven by uncertainty dynamics. 
The final two studies contribute to our understanding of psychological essentialism 
by outlining processes that lead to essentialist beliefs (Prentice and Miller 2007). 
Importantly, the pattern complements the overestimation findings by showing that 
individuals endorsing essentialist beliefs about culture are more likely to attribute 
unexpected behaviour to culture, especially when being in an uncertain state. This 
supports original arguments by Allport (1954) about essentialism being used as 
a meaning-making device and fits nicely with the observations by D’Andrade. 
Intercultural interactions are inherently anxiety and uncertainty provoking and 
essentialist beliefs can help to restore a sense of security and meaning.

Implications

One implication is that situationally induced uncertainty influences how 
individuals process information about interaction partners and the information 
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that they use for sense-making of the hypothetical interaction. Conceptually, 
this finding can contribute to dynamic cultural cognition theories (e.g. Chao 
et al. 2010; Chiu et al. 2000), demonstrating that an individual’s need for closure 
increases reliance on implicit theories that are widely shared within the specific 
context of the individual. Chiu and colleagues’ approach focuses on how people 
rely on cultural knowledge and how they use this cultural knowledge to make 
sense of their social world, whereas here I focused on how people think about 
culture as a social category itself.

The study was conducted in a modern multicultural society where ‘culture’ 
and its meaning are widely debated and probably more salient as an explanatory 
variable in people’s minds. Therefore, ‘culture’ as a social category can be seen as 
an example of cultural knowledge that people draw on and that becomes salient 
in situations of uncertainty. Future research could examine how such essentialist 
intergroup processes operate in contexts where ‘culture’ is a less salient category to 
structure interpersonal and intergroup processes.

This chapter relied on survey-based studies with participants within one 
national context. This means that future research needs to carefully analyse 
whether these survey-based responses translate into behavioural responses in 
real-world interactions and also conduct comparable studies in other cultural 
contexts. A further limitation is that the current study did not differentiate 
between majority and minority perceptions of culture. As noted by Chao and 
Kung (2015), essentialism interacts in complex ways with power dynamics 
within modern societies, either being used to legitimize or challenge pre-existing 
social hierarchies. Therefore, these power dynamics need more attention. As a 
further avenue for future research, in the current project, individuals typically 
had limited information available. The task was to judge the average influence 
of culture on the endorsement of specific values (Study 1 and 2), responses to 
questions about cultural essentialism in general (Study 3) or a scenario in which 
limited information on the individual was available (Study 4). Previous work has 
suggested that the local context is important for encoding what information is 
relevant for distinguishing group membership (Chao and Kung 2015; Cosmides 
et al. 2003). Future studies could test some of these mechanisms using different 
scenarios that systematically vary the information that is available to individuals 
to examine how cultural group information influences cognition and behaviour 
vis-à-vis other information.

Conclusion

Summarizing the core findings from the four studies and bringing the various 
arguments back together, the overestimation bias may be part and parcel of 
a cultural essentialism mechanism and related to meaning-making efforts 
in intercultural interactions. This meaning-making strategy is used when 
uncertainty is salient. Our study is directly relevant to intercultural training 
and education. The main outcome variable in the final study is widely used in 
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the intercultural training and prejudice reduction environments. Many training 
initiatives aim to increase the salience of culture as an attributional category, 
facilitating the ease with which unexpected behaviour could be explained by a 
simple heuristic. It needs to be considered whether increasing the salience of 
such categorization is necessarily a positive element (Paluck et al. 2021). In this 
respect it is noteworthy that the overestimation bias decreased with intercultural 
experience in Studies 1 and 2. Individuals with longer experience in other 
cultures are actually more accurate in perceiving smaller differences in values. 
Working and living in other cultures for longer periods of time may increase the 
perception of a common humanity and shared values. Individuals in multicultural 
societies such as New Zealand/Aotearoa may also have opportunities to gain 
some insights and experiences when engaging at a deeper level with individuals 
from different cultural backgrounds.

Overall, overestimation of cultural differences may be driven by our human 
tendency to essentialize differences (D’Andrade 2008). This general tendency of our 
human cognitive system may also explain why there is such an overemphasis on 
cultural differences in psychological research (e.g. Brouwers et al. 2004). Research 
is always conducted in a state of uncertainty and findings need to be interpreted. 
Even when research evidence is relatively equivocal about cultural differences, there 
is a strong tendency among intercultural researchers to emphasize differences over 
communalities. The present research suggests that this may be partly due to basic 
cognitive biases. Obviously, these findings need replication in different samples. 
Yet, the overall pattern confirms previous work within anthropology (D’Andrade 
2008) and may point towards a cognitive system that has been important in our 
evolutionary history (e.g. Gil-White 2001). Our scientific search to understand 
culture could simply be a more sophisticated mechanism that serves our innate 
categorization needs.
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focusing on locally relevant boundaries. The challenge of more narrowly defined 
geographical approaches is that environmental conditions are highly specific to 
behaviours.
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hapter C 7

UNDERSTANDING INTERCULTURAL RELATIONS 
WITH THE TRI-DIMENSIONAL ACCULTURATION 

MODEL FOR MAJORITY MEMBERS

Katharina Lefringhausen

Introduction

The world is facing a rapid increase in global immigration due to the globalization 
of business activities, internationalization of higher education and humanitarian 
crises, among other factors (United Nations 2020). In the context of a new 
society, it is worth noting that many migrants take on the status of minority 
group members due to their (perceived) ethnic, cultural and linguistic markers 
and, as such, experience lower power status in comparison to cultural majority 
group members (e.g. white English nationals in England; Giles et al. 1977). This 
power imbalance tends to give rise to increased pressure on minorities to adopt 
the majority culture rather than for majority members to accommodate towards 
minorities. Against such a background, research within the fields of cross-cultural 
psychology and intercultural communication has paid much attention to issues 
such as how minority members experience changes in their cultural identity, 
values and behaviours to better fit into the majority culture (e.g. Berry 1997; 
Luciak 2006). However, this focus has been rather one-sided, expecting cultural 
change to occur solely for minority group members (Spencer-Oatey and Dauber 
2019). Moreover, approaches that claim to recognize the bidirectional process of 
cultural adoption between majority and minority members fail to actually do so 
(e.g. Deardorff 2006; Horenczyk et al. 2013). Yet, recent research suggests that 
bidirectional cultural adoption does indeed take place, with consequences for 
majority members’ well-being, everyday functioning and intergroup relations 
(i.e. globalization-based proximal-acculturation; Haugen and Kunst 2017; 
Lefringhausen and Marshall 2016). Thus, ignoring a two-way perspective of 
cultural adoption does limit our theoretical understanding not only of cultural 
exchange but also of pedagogical practices within intercultural education that are 
based on these theoretical paradigms.

This chapter will argue that recognizing a two-way acculturation process is crucial 
to understanding intercultural relations within a world characterized by mobility 
and dynamic cultural flows. I will first critique the one-way perspective within the 
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acculturation literature and intercultural competence literature. I will then discuss 
recent findings on majority members’ proximal-acculturation and its implications 
followed by the introduction of a tri-dimensional acculturation model which 
respects the aspect of power. Lastly, I provide examples for intercultural educators 
and facilitators on how to apply such a model across contexts (e.g. workplace).

The one-way perspective within the acculturation literature

The theory of acculturation describes how intercultural contact can result in 
ongoing changes at both individual (i.e. values, attitudes, beliefs and identities; 
Graves 1967) and group level (i.e. social and cultural systems; Redfield et al. 
1936). Originally, acculturation was proposed to be a unidimensional process 
for minority members in which maintenance of one’s heritage culture and 
acquisition of a new culture opposed each other, resulting in a zero-sum trade-
off (Gordon 1964). Yet, as represented by Figure 7.1, research has supported 
the independence of two underlying dimensions: the degree to which minority 
members wish to maintain their original/heritage culture and the degree to 
which they desire to have contact with/adopt the majority culture (Berry 1997; 
Yoon et al. 2020).

When crossing these two orientations, minority members can follow 
four acculturation strategies which are ‘not merely attitudinal preferences 
but consciously chosen in order to achieve a particular goal’ (Berry 2019: 21): 
assimilated individuals reject their heritage culture while seeking interaction 
with the host culture; separated individuals maintain only their heritage culture; 
marginalized individuals have either little possibility to or interest in maintaining 
their heritage culture nor interacting with the host culture; while integrated or 
bicultural individuals maintain aspects of their heritage culture and engage in the 
host culture.

Notably, acculturation orientations (i.e. the two underlying dimensions) 
and strategies (e.g. integration) are not necessarily the same across life spheres/

Figure 7.1 The two underlying dimensions of minority members’ acculturation process 
and their resulting strategies.
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contexts (e.g. at work or at home; e.g. Arends-Tóth and Van de Vijver 2004) nor 
across domains (e.g. identity or values), with some changes happening quicker and 
more often than others (Yoon et al. 2020). For example, Berry (1997) combined 
the domains of cultural maintenance and contact-participation, whereas Bourhis 
et al. (1997) proposed to match maintenance with cultural adoption. Such domain 
variations strongly impact minority members’ acculturation strategy preferences. 
Snauwart et al. (2003) reported that Moroccans and Turkish immigrants in Belgian 
were more likely to report good and regular relationships with Belgians (contact-
participation) than adopting parts (values) of the Belgian culture and were even 
less likely to identify with the Belgian culture. The authors explained this finding 
by suggesting that going beyond developing good relationships with members of 
another culture is more ‘psychologically demanding’ (p. 237), and thus, slower or 
less likely to occur.

Over the last four decades, scholars have explored the implications of minority 
group members’ acculturation orientations and strategies from the viewpoint of 
psychological and sociocultural adjustment. Drawing on the stress and coping 
literature (e.g. Lazarus and Folkman 1984), Ward and Kennedy (1999: 660) 
defined psychological adjustment as ‘psychological well-being or satisfaction’, with 
individuals who maintain their heritage culture being more likely to also report 
less psychological distress. Sociocultural adjustment, by contrast, describes ‘the 
ability to “fit in”, to acquire culturally appropriate skills and to negotiate interactive 
aspects of the host environment’ (Ward and Kennedy 1999: 660). This kind of 
adjustment is based on social learning models and appears to be strongly related 
with majority culture adoption. On the whole, integration often results in the 
most adaptive strategy relating to better psychological (e.g. stress, anxiety, well-
being) and sociocultural adjustment outcomes (e.g. adjusting to daily life; Berry 
et al. 2021).11 This can also be explained via the integration hypothesis which 
proposes that belonging to more than one cultural group provides access to more 
social capital, which results in more adaptive success in plural societies (Putnam 
2001). Thereby, integration at a more profound level – that is, by changing one’s 
cultural identity/becoming bicultural – can encourage not only sociocultural and 
psychological adjustment but also creativity (e.g. Sharif 2019).

But what about majority group members? Early work on the theory of 
acculturation suggested that cultural changes mainly, if not exclusively, occur only 
for minority group members (Parsons 1936). This power imbalance between groups 
was picked up by Berry (1974) as a third dimension to consider in minority members’ 
acculturation process: the power of minority members/groups to choose and pursue 
their preferred cultural orientation. We can understand power, for example, as a 
combination of status, demography and institutional support of a cultural group 
(Giles et al. 1977). Thus, due to their higher power status, research conceptualizes 
majority members’ acculturation as gatekeeping by facilitating or hindering minority 
members’ acculturation process (Horenczyk et al. 2013; Leong 2014). In so doing, 
the onus of responsibility to adopt elements of another culture theoretically remains 
with minority members, whereas majority members are expected to maintain their 
national culture at an individual level (Prilleltensky 2008).
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There are two well-recognized approaches towards majority members’ function 
as gatekeepers which address their intergroup ideologies and acculturation 
expectations. Berry and Kalin (1995) investigated majority members’ endorsement 
of a multicultural ideology – that is, the degree to which they prefer to support 
the integration of minority members into the larger society (e.g. in education, 
health and labour). Yet because multiculturalism emphasizes respect for cultural 
differences, it is often perceived as a cultural threat (Morrison et al. 2010) or 
even as excluding, especially by white majority members (Plaut et al. 2011). An 
alternative approach is colour-blindness: the idea that because prejudice can derive 
from emphasizing cultural group memberships and thus one should ignore them 
and simply treat everyone as individuals (Wolsko et al. 2000). Such an approach 
may seem compatible with individualism. For example, Bourhis et al. (1997) and 
others (e.g. Piontkowski et al. 2000) have shown that majority members expecting 
individualism ‘reject group ascriptions per se and prefer to treat others as individual 
persons rather than as members of categories such as language and cultural 
groups’ (Bourhis 2017: 6). Yet, although colour-blindness does reduce prejudice, 
it is not as effective as a multicultural ideology (Whitley and Webster 2019). This 
is because to judge individuals from other cultures without automatically drawing 
on learnt references and assumptions about that person’s cultural group requires 
extra cognitive effort which is unlikely to be sustainable (Gaertner and Dovidio 
2000). Also, downplaying cultural group memberships in societies with existing 
inequalities experienced by minorities can justify a discriminatory status quo 
(Rosenthal and Levy 2010: 219).

Taken together, the theoretical assumption of a predominantly one-way process 
of acculturation in the literature has positioned majority members primarily as 
gatekeepers of minority members’ acculturation process, neglecting the possibility 
that majority members themselves may experience cultural changes. This one-way 
perspective is also salient in the intercultural competence literature, as outlined in 
the next section.

The one-way perspective within the intercultural competence literature

While within the education literature, there is little explicit discussion of what 
constitutes mutual integration (Spencer-Oatey and Dauber 2019), within 
intercultural (communication) competence (ICC) research, many scholars 
understand cultural adoption as a process to gain ‘the ability to communicate 
effectively and appropriately in intercultural situations based on one’s intercultural 
knowledge, skills, and attitudes’ (Deardorff 2004: 194). Within such a conception, 
appropriate communication relates to the avoidance of violating existing cultural 
expectations or rules (Spitzberg 1989). Yet, often these ICC models lack explicit 
recognition of a two-way acculturation process, being conceptualized mostly 
for students or employees who move abroad, suggesting that what is considered 
‘appropriate’ behaviour/attitude/skills to ensure effective communication is defined 
by the majority group rather than mutually negotiated (see also Hoff 2020). Even 
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when majority members’ attitudes and skills are in focus of ICC models, these 
attitudes and skills tend to be limited to enabling effective communication within 
temporary intercultural contact at work/school/university, rather than considering 
potential trans-situational cultural changes in majority members per se.

For example, as of 2020, among the most cited research within the ICC field 
are the works by Deardorff as well as Milton Bennett (Peng et al. 2020), with their 
models being prominent within intercultural education. First, Deardorff (2004) 
proposed a Pyramid Model of ICC which emphasizes an internal shift in cultural 
frame of reference, especially attitudes of respect, openness and curiosity, which 
leads to the observable outcome of effective and appropriate communication. This 
key role for attitudinal change is further stressed in her Process Model of ICC.

While not denying the importance of ICC in establishing harmonious 
intergroup relationships, I argue that this model fails to sufficiently acknowledge 
the fact that both parties engage in reciprocal cultural learning which can result 
in cultural identity/behaviour/value changes. More specifically, in her pursuit to 
establish a consensus on the understanding of ICC among intercultural scholars 
for the HE context, Deardorff (2006) reported that agreed ICC elements included 
‘Adaptability and adjustment to new cultural environment’ (p. 249) as well as 
‘Culture-specific knowledge and understanding host culture’s traditions’ (p. 250). 
Although ICC is here proposed to be relevant for both majority and minority 
members in a HE context (p. 242), these items demonstrate the implicit expectation 
of most interviewed scholars for minority rather than majority students to undergo 
cultural change.

Nevertheless, the trend towards addressing ICC for all – students with and 
without study-abroad experiences as well as staff – is growing (de Wit and 
Hunter 2015; Rawal and Deardorff 2021), often involving inclusive initiatives at 
organizational level. However, such initiatives do not necessarily envision cultural 
changes for majority members but rather aim to allow ‘people of all identities . . . 
(to) be fully themselves while also contributing to the larger collective, as valued 
and full members’ (Ferdman 2017: 235), implying attitudinal change towards 
respect and openness rather than cultural adoption per se. Indeed, Spencer-Oatey 
(2018: 302) suggests that if we want to better understand the potential benefits of 
cultural diversity for majority students, universities need to go beyond inclusion, 
‘which seems to suggest “including” one group of people (e.g. international 
students) into another group (e.g. home students)’ and focus on integration.

Meanwhile, Bennett’s (1993) Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity 
(DMIS) aims to address minority and majority members’ ‘ability to discriminate 
and experience relevant cultural differences’ (i.e. intercultural sensitivity; Hammer 
et al. 2003: 422). In so doing, the DMIS expects a two-way process of change, 
however limited to intergroup interactions (life sphere specific), and again considers 
it to mainly serve a functional goal (effective communication). Specifically, there 
are six consecutive phases through which individuals move from an ethnocentric 
to an ethnorelative world view. Ethnocentrism (including Denial, Defence and 
Minimization; Bennett 2017) relates to the rejection or unawareness of cultural 
differences where the individual regards their own cultural reality to be the centre 
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of all reality. Thereby, Reversal, as the alternative stage to Defence, is described for 
individuals who work, study or live abroad (immigration-based acculturation) as 
‘going native’ (Hammer et al. 2003: 424), which implies an assimilation strategy. 
Yet for individuals working with minority members in a context that their group 
culturally dominates, Reversal indicates being a ‘“false ally” . . . who takes on the 
cause of “oppression” without much experience or understanding’ (Bennett 2017: 
4), suggesting no individual cultural change but an intergroup ideology shift.

Ethnorelativism (including Acceptance, Adaptation and Integration), by 
contrast, describes individuals who accept the relativity of cultural values and 
regard other world views as equal. While Acceptance does not imply agreement 
with cultural differences or culturally changing oneself, adapted individuals 
have a strong sense of empathy which enables them to change frames of cultural 
reference to act and feel in a culturally appropriate manner in response to the 
other culture (Bennett 1993). Yet, the final stage of Integration, which indicates 
biculturalism, is expected to describe ‘a growing number of people, including 
many members of non-dominant cultures, long-term expatriates, and “global 
nomads”’ (Hammer et al. 2003: 425). Thus, although the DMIS does not deny the 
experience of biculturalism for majority members, it seems to regard this as a less 
likely phenomenon than for minority members. Taken together, although some of 
the ICC literature is coming to incorporate a stronger focus on majority members, 
cultural change is still implicitly expected to apply more to minority members 
rather than to majority members.

A two-way perspective: Majority members’ acculturation

Despite their higher power status than minority members, majority members may 
still experience cultural changes as a result of intercultural contact. This can result 
from some minority members being regarded as valued by majority members 
(e.g. Montreuil and Bourhis 2004) or that they have more demographic strength 
in certain contexts (e.g. neighbourhoods, industry or university programmes). 
Moreover, these days minority members can more easily stay connected with their 
heritage culture due to advanced communication technologies and improved 
transportation, making it more common that majority members can experience 
other cultural practices within a shared society (Oudenhoven and Ward 2013). 
Nevertheless, it is only recently that globalization- rather than immigration-based 
acculturation has come to be explored.

Globalization-based acculturation refers to individuals experiencing 
psychological acculturation (e.g. changes in their cultural identity/values/
behaviours) without moving to another country but through experiencing 
globalization within their home country (e.g. economic, cultural and political 
exchange). Chen et al. (2016), for example, demonstrated that minority as well as 
majority members can embrace elements of different cultures, forming a global 
identity perceived to be shared with like-minded cultural hybrid individuals. Here, 
majority members’ response to globalization is comprised of either a proactive 
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cultural learning approach (i.e. multicultural acquisition) or an exclusionary 
reaction, experiencing other cultures as an intrusion and threat, especially when 
strongly identifying with the local culture (i.e. ethnic protection). Contrarily, 
Ferguson and Bornstein (2012) proposed that majority members’ globalization-
based acculturation allows majority members to maintain their national culture 
and simultaneously adopt elements of a geographically distant or remote culture 
via indirect and/or intermittent exposure to globalization mechanisms such as 
food and media (i.e. globalization-based remote-acculturation).

In contrast to the previous work outlined above, Lefringhausen and Marshall 
(2016; Lefringhausen 2015) found support for majority members’ proximal-
acculturation – that is, the extent to which they prefer to maintain their national 
culture and/or the extent to which they prefer to adopt elements of immigrants 
and self-identified ethnic minorities’ cultures in a shared society. Indeed, recent 
research found five globalization-based proximal-acculturation strategies for 
majority members (Kunst et al. 2021): integration by endorsing both cultural 
orientations; separation by tending towards their national culture only; diffusion 
with scores around the midpoint on both cultural dimensions; as well as (although 
less often) marginalization by rejecting both cultural orientations and even 
assimilation by solely endorsing minority members’ cultures. Moreover, majority 
members’ acculturation seems to vary across domains and life spheres, with most 
reporting experiencing changes in behaviours (e.g. food and cultural activity) 
rather than values (e.g. tolerance and religion) and in their private spheres of life 
(i.e. areas with a degree of freedom of choice, e.g., food and friends) rather than 
public spheres (e.g. school/work and public spaces; Haugen and Kunst 2017). 
This seems to indicate that changes are more likely to happen within a peripheral 
domain (behaviours) as well as on a voluntary basis (private life sphere), potentially 
enabling only surface rather than deep cultural learning. Deep cultural learning 
relates to the

process of embodying complex knowledge and skills into our intuitive mind – the 
mental ‘autopilot’ that we rely on to navigate everyday life . . . it results in deep 
forms of knowing – mastery of complex skills, insight into linguistic and cultural 
patterns, and intuitive understanding . . .. (Shaules 2019: 12)

By contrast, surface learning refers to the relatively conscious form of knowledge 
acquisition that goes along with conceptual forms of knowing (e.g. reducing 
culture to a set of facts or etiquette rules). This echoes the globalization literature 
in that due to majority members power status, they are less likely to experience 
pressures to adopt aspects of another culture but may freely choose to pick up 
certain elements of their liking (Chen et al. 2016; Ozer and Schwartz 2016).

However, other findings indicate that majority members’ experience profound 
cultural changes and thus deeper cultural learning, too. For example, Lefringhausen 
and Marshall (2016) found that majority members who preferred to maintain their 
national culture were more likely to also report stronger commitment towards 
their national group, whereas no such relationship was found for immigrant 
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culture adoption. In other words, those who adopted immigrants’ cultures seemed 
to experience cultural identity changes (i.e. a decrease in commitment to one’s 
national group). Indeed, with data from white English nationals, those who 
assimilated towards immigrant cultures were the least likely to identify with fellow 
English nationals (Lefringhausen et al. 2021).

Majority members’ acculturation also relates to psychological and sociocultural 
outcomes as well as intergroup attitudes. Those who maintain their national culture 
are more likely to report high levels of satisfaction with life, while those who adopt 
elements of immigrant cultures show less acculturative stress (e.g. feeling culturally 
isolated) and greater intercultural sensitivity (Lefringhausen and Marshall 2016). 
Additionally, adopting minority members’ cultures relates to higher organizational 
citizenship behaviour (Lefringhausen 2015) – that is, individuals are more 
willing to go beyond their formal job tasks for the benefit of their co-workers/
organization (Williams and Anderson 1991). Separated individuals are more likely 
to experience identity and cultural threat as well as ethnic discrimination, but also 
higher self-esteem than those who follow other acculturation strategies (Kunst 
et al. 2021). Meanwhile, it is assimilated and integrated majority members who 
perceive immigrants’ cultures as an enrichment and endorse more constructive 
marginalization, therefore being more likely to recognize cultural differences 
while experiencing oneself as not belonging to specific cultural groups and their 
reference frameworks (Lefringhausen et al. 2021).

In sum, majority members’ acculturation can have implications for their well-
being, ability to ‘fit in’ in a culturally plural society, as well as intergroup attitudes. 
However, to better understand the full potential of this two-way process, the 
current conceptualization has to incorporate a third dimension: power.

A tri-dimensional acculturation model for majority members

In opposition to the power dimension for minority members’ acculturation which 
asks to what extent they can choose their preferred strategy (Berry 1974), I propose 
that power for majority group members refers to the question of whether they 
prefer to maintain or share their dominant position or power with other cultural 
groups in a given society (Figure 7.2). Thus, the inclusion of such a dimension 
to create a tri-dimensional proximal-acculturation model for majority members 

Figure 7.2 The three underlying dimensions of majority members’ proximal-acculturation 
process and their resulting strategies.
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addresses the power imbalance between majority and minority members in the 
acculturation process. For example, in discussions about multiculturalism, majority 
members often emphasize the right to maintain their dominant cultural position, 
and thus the lack of need to culturally change, while expecting minority members 
– given their lower level of power – to change (e.g. Nortio et al. 2020; Rauchelle 
and Dandy 2015). Notably, majority members may not be conscious about their/
their cultural groups’ power status, and thus it remains to be investigated whether 
this third dimension should be operationalized as an explicit or implicit measure.

This tri-dimensional model results in eight nuanced acculturation strategies, 
which represent temporal positions along a spectrum of its underlying dimensions 
(Figure 7.3). A description of each nuanced strategy, its linkage to the stages of the 
DMIS and its potential implications will be outlined in the next sections.

Separation. Separated majority members prefer to maintain their national 
culture while not adopting elements of minority members’ cultures. A profound 
separation strategy implies that majority members also wish to maintain their 
higher power status. Such majority members may not only strongly identify 
with their national culture but also interpret it from an ethnic perspective, where 
group membership cannot be gained but is rather acquired at birth by virtue of 
ethnic heritage (Brubaker 1990). This corresponds to the globalization-based 
acculturation response of ethnic protectionism as well as the DMIS stage of 
Defence, where individuals ‘are anxious about losing their culture’s borders and 
[are] unwilling to leave their comfort zone to embrace novelty’ (Bennett 2017; 
Chen et al. 2016: 326). Thus, such individuals may be more likely to experience 
other cultures as a threat, with their well-being being compromised in intergroup 
situations (e.g. through higher intergroup anxiety and acculturative stress), yet not 
beyond. Indeed, their strong identification with their national group will likely 
be a source for high self-esteem across contexts (Tajfel and Turner 1986), which 
explains the results of higher self-esteem reported for separated Norwegians 
by Haugen and Kunst (2017). To strengthen this effect, majority members may 
stress their behavioural adherence to ideals of their national culture (Chen et al. 
2016: 326). Profoundly separated majority members may further use their power 
status to justify their perceived right to request minority members to assimilate 
(Rauchelle and Dandy 2015), especially across life domains (e.g. at home/work; 
Grigoryev and van de Vijver 2018); they may even impose exclusionism as for 
them minority members can never achieve full national-group membership.

By contrast, individuals who follow a peripheral separation strategy are willing 
to share their power status. Such individuals may understand their national 
culture from a civic perspective, where national-group membership is defined as 
people who adhere to a set of basic principles that facilitate life as a community 
(e.g. respect for laws; Brubaker 1990). Consequently, these individuals may 
experience less distress in intercultural situations as well as be less likely to 
show national group-affirming behaviours. Indeed, they may adopt a ‘laissez-
faire’ attitude if they perceive minority members to adhere to these principles of 
community life. However, these communal principles are still defined through 
a majority cultural perspective. This partially corresponds to the Minimization 



Figure 7.3 Tri-dimensional proximal-acculturation model for majority members in combination with stages from the Developmental Model of 
Intercultural Sensitivity (Bennett 1993).
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stage of the DMIS, an acculturation expectation of individualism and colour-
blindness as an intergroup ideology, supporting equal status of minority 
members relative to majority members without majority members having to 
face any structural changes to the status quo that could ensure more intergroup 
equality. Indeed, these attitudes allow majority members to maintain a positive 
self-image by believing they are non-prejudiced but egalitarian (Apfelbaum et 
al. 2008). Thus, both profoundly and peripheral separated majority members 
may be likely to engage in cultural exploitation of minority members’ cultures 
for their own groups’ benefit (Rogers 2006), given that they either perceive 
themselves to have the ‘right’ to do so or because they are unaware that their 
actions benefit only their own group.

Integration. Integration describes majority members who wish to maintain 
their national culture while adopting elements of minority member’s cultures. A 
peripheral integration strategy describes majority members who wish to maintain 
their higher power status. Thus, their cultural adoption may occur in form of 
behavioural changes such as choice of food, clothes, music or taking part in 
cultural events rather than experiencing value or identity changes (Haugen and 
Kunst 2017). This strategy may echo the Acceptance stage of the DMIS, where 
people want to be ‘respectful of other cultures’ without having to necessarily 
agree with other values and behaviours (Bennett 2017: 5). Yet individuals in this 
stage are often interested in other cultures with some motivation to learn about 
them. Although majority members following this strategy will likely experience 
more beneficial outcomes and positive intergroup attitudes than expected for 
separated majority members, their lack in deep cultural learning limits their 
experience of cognitive benefits. Moreover, this group may run the risk to engage 
in cultural exploitation, due to the lack of properly comprehending the cultural 
embeddedness of minority members’ practices and products which they use or 
engage in.

By contrast, a profound integration strategy describes majority members who 
wish to engage in reciprocal cultural learning by sharing their power status 
with minority members. Because of their engagement in deep cultural learning 
we would expect them to be more likely to report cultural changes beyond the 
behavioural domain (e.g. cultural identity change; Lefringhausen et al. 2021), and 
thus may be more likely to experience trans-situational cognitive benefits usually 
reported for bi- or multicultural minority members (e.g. creativity and cognitive 
flexibility; Sharif 2019). For example, recalling learning about an underlying 
meaning or function of behaviours in a multicultural context enhances creativity, 
yet only for those who have lived abroad (Maddux and Galinsky 2009). As this 
indicates reflecting on a deep cultural learning experience, this may also be true 
for profoundly integrated majority members. Similarly, profoundly integrated 
majority members’ are likely to become more cognitive flexible. I base this 
assumption on Crisp and Turner’s (2011) cognitive growth model who proposed 
that intercultural encounters can cause the experience of counter-stereotypes – 
the experience of alternative attitudes and behaviours to the learnt generalizations 
from one’s cultural environment (Hinton 2020). Then, if the individual is willing 
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and has the cognitive resources, they will engage in inconsistency resolutions by 
suppressing stereotypical traits and reconstructing the target with individualized 
attributes (Crisp and Turner 2011: 249). Thus, the more someone engages in the 
questioning of their automatic reliance on learnt generalizations towards out-
groups, the more this should train a complex cognitive style that goes beyond 
established ways of thinking (Hodson et al. 2018). I understand this process as 
a by-product of deep cultural learning which also implies the incorporation of 
culturally other schemata into the ‘intuitive mind’ (Shaules 2019; see also the 
Integration stage of the DMIS; Bennett 2017).

Additionally, profoundly integrated majority members may also be more likely 
to flourish – that is, having high levels of both hedonic and eudaimonic well-
being (Keyes 2002). Given that majority members who believe in polyculturalism 
experience higher flourishing (Virgona and Kashima 2021), their choice to adopt 
elements of minority cultures from an egalitarian power perspective may be an 
even more potent predictor. For example, humans’ search for meaning in life is 
one building block of a flourishing individual (Seligman 2011). What constitutes 
meaning in life is guided by personal values (Seligman 2011), which through 
deep cultural learning may be more explored and reflected upon, heightening the 
chances to become more aware of what are important principles to guide one’s life 
choices.

Marginalization/diffusion. Diffusion describes majority members who score 
among the midpoint of both cultural orientation scales, whereas marginalized 
majority members show an even lower endorsement of both orientations. 
Notably, diffusion is the most common and marginalization the least common 
acculturation strategy identified for majority members so far (Kunst et al. 2021). 
When majority members wish to maintain their level of power, indicating a 
peripheral marginalization strategy, such cultural independence may relate to 
a colour-blind ideology, an acculturation expectation of individualism and the 
Minimization stage of the DMIS. For example, diffuse and integrated English 
nationals scored significantly higher in individualism than separated participants 
(Lefringhausen 2018, 1–5 July). This linkage to a colour-blind ideology, which 
is often reported as the preferred ideology by majority members, may explain 
why also diffusion is such a common acculturation strategy for majority members 
(Kunst et al. 2021). Thus, such individuals’ low scores in national culture 
maintenance may also be caused by the fact that there is no real need for it – that 
is, their cultural way of life dominates the domains of life in their society (Dandy 
et al. 2018).

In sum, such majority members do not experience other cultures as a threat 
but as an enrichment (Lefringhausen et al. 2021) and may therefore experience 
less intergroup anxiety than separated individuals. However, because they ignore 
cultural differences, they are less likely to engage in deep cultural learning while 
being more likely to engage in cultural exploitation.

Majority members who follow a profound marginalization strategy prefer 
to share their power status and thus may be more likely to enable reciprocal 
cultural learning or even cultural hybridity. Indeed, rather than ignoring cultural 
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differences, such individuals may consciously choose to shift between and engage 
in different frames of cultural reference, thriving by living between such frames 
rather than within them (i.e. constructive marginalization; J. Bennett 1993). This 
also relates to Ward et al.’s (2018) understanding of hybridizing one’s cultural 
identities by combining them into a new third culture that is independent from 
its sources. Such an interpretation would explain the positive relationship with 
cultural enrichment for diffuse individuals as reported by Lefringhausen et al. 
(2021), as well as the lack of differences in subjective well-being across acculturation 
strategies, including a diffused group, for Norwegian majority members (Haugen 
and Kunst 2017). Rudmin and Ahmadzadeh (2001) further proposed that 
individuals who de-centre themselves from their own cultural background may 
be cosmopolitans who view themselves as connected to human kind as a whole. 
Indeed, diffuse and integrated English majority members were significantly more 
likely to endorse a global identity than separated individuals (Lefringhausen 2018, 
1–5 July). Consequently, we can assume that such majority members are less likely 
to experience intergroup anxiety and more likely to experience deep cultural 
learning, and its potential beneficial cognitive outcomes.

Assimilation. Assimilation describes the process of majority members 
rejecting their national culture while adopting elements of minority members’ 
cultures. Majority members following a profound assimilation strategy may relate 
to Bennett’s (1993) Reversal stage for minority members. Here, the adopted culture 
is experienced as superior to the culture of one’s primary socialization. This may 
imply that such individuals experience less intergroup anxiety and perceive other 
cultures as an enrichment rather than a threat, as reported in Lefringhausen et al. 
(2021). However, living within a context dominated by a national culture one 
rejects may also have some negative psychological consequences. For example, 
in Lefringhausen et al. (2021), assimilated English majority members included 
significantly more Remain voters in comparison to the integrated and separated 
group. In other words, they may have been pushed towards immigrants’ cultures 
to counter the assimilationist ideology they perceive to reign in the UK since the 
EU referendum in 2016. This may cause feelings of cultural alienation, resulting in 
more psychological distress.

By contrast, a peripheral assimilation strategy implies majority members’ 
tendency to maintain their higher power status. This may hamper their level 
of deep cultural learning and its potential benefits due to not regarding other 
cultural world views and ways of thinking as equally valid to the ones they were 
originally socialized in. This somewhat relates back to the Acceptance stage of the 
DMIS where people are interested in other cultures, yet without having gained 
specific cultural knowledge (Bennett 1993). This may further encourage cultural 
exploitation, where cultural adoption serves only the personal need to be unique/
different from the majority culture.

Notably, both the profound and peripheral assimilation strategy may be more 
accessible to majority members of a high socio-economic status (SES), as this 
gives them the luxury to be able to express their independence from the majority 
culture while living in cosmopolitan bubbles of like-minded people of similar 
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SES. If so, this could buffer potential negative psychological consequences of their 
disconnection to the national culture as found for separated high SES minority 
members (e.g. international assignees; Rudmin et al. 2017).

Applying the tri-dimensional model

Here I outline examples of how the tri-dimensional model could be applied within 
intercultural education. First, here is a list of general recommendations depending 
on the acculturation strategy chosen by the respective majority member:

Profound separation and assimilation. Majority members may experience a 
form of cultural alienation or exclusion, which can have negative psychological 
consequences. Addressing separation, ICC facilitators could refrain from framing 
other cultures as a source for novelty and stimulation, as such a depiction opposes 
their likely belief in self-protection values (Lefringhausen et al. 2020). Instead, 
facilitators could present majority members’ culture as part of the multiculturalism 
discourse and associated initiatives. For example, when universities run cultural 
festivals, they should ensure that the national culture is explicitly represented, too. 
For assimilation, ICC facilitators could use individuals’ general interest in cultures 
to explore their national cultural background and thus a way to reconnect.

Profound integration and marginalization. Majority members face the 
challenge of how to combine their two or multiple cultural identities, especially for 
adolescents who in their identity search may get lost in the contradictory choices 
available through engaging with multiple cultures (Ozer 2019). ICC facilitators 
could engage majority members in activities that help to recognize and reconcile 
their cultural identities or even support them to create a new superordinate 
identity that helps combine potential dissonant identities (e.g. common in-group 
identity model; Gaertner and Dovidio 2000).

Peripheral separation and marginalization. Majority members minimize 
cultural differences while perceiving themselves to be egalitarian, running the 
risk to commit cultural exploitation. ICC facilitators could challenge majority 
members in why they follow this strategy, demonstrating (a) its potential negative 
implications to minority members (thereby carefully decomposing majority 
members’ faulty egalitarian self-image) and (b) the potential benefits from deeper 
cultural learning experiences.

Peripheral assimilation and integration. Majority members lack in deep 
cultural understanding which can be gained through more intergroup interactions 
and reflections of these interactions. ICC facilitators could use tools such as 
Spencer-Oatey and Davidson’s (2018) 3R Reflection Tool to enable individuals a 
step-by-step reflection process on cultural differences to deepen their learning and 
foster their skill for continuous cultural learning.

Second, I am outlining an exercise derived from my work as Director of 
Community Development at SIETAR UK  (2020), where I lead a project that 
supports volunteers who work with refugees and persons who seek asylum 
in the UK. Notably, the wording can be changed to fit specific contexts (e.g. 



Figure 7.4 Applying the tri-dimensional proximal-acculturation model for majority members in intercultural education (created in collaboration 
with: Polly Collingridge, Janina Neumann, Janice Prentice, Libby Small, John Twitchin, Eila Isotalus, Jaye Sundal, Caroline Lowish and Susan Trunk).
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home students) and cultures.  Trainees are shown descriptions of the different 
acculturation strategies using less academic terminology (Figure 7.4). Then 
trainees are asked to discuss the following three questions:

 ● Which of these strategies are you currently following?
 ● Is your strategy effective in creating good rapport with (member of target 

group) as well as supporting their integration to the UK culture?
 ● Is your strategy effective in ‘growing’ as a person?

Trainees who identify with the Combined Learning and Supporting strategy are 
expected to be most effective in creating rapport with their target group member, 
supporting their integration and to experience personal growth. In the debrief, 
this can be explained: (a) by exploring the own national culture, one becomes 
more aware of implicit cultural aspects (e.g. values); this knowledge can in turn 
support the target group members’ adoption to the UK culture; (b) by exploring 
the target group members’ culture, one shows interest in their background which 
can be a facilitator to create rapport; and (c) by exploring another culture in more 
depth, one can experience more sociocultural and psychological adjustment and 
potentially personal growth. Trainees who follow an Individualizing strategy are 
asked to what extent this strategy may be challenging (e.g. cognitively taxing) and 
potentially harmful for minority members. Finally, trainees are asked to discuss 
how they could follow the Combined Learning and Supporting strategy. Answers 
to these questions can then be shared with trainees as a follow-up list of resources 
and action plans.

Conclusion

In this chapter I have argued for the importance of recognizing a two-way 
acculturation process. Thereby the proposed tri-dimensional proximal-
acculturation model for majority members includes their preference for national 
culture maintenance, minority culture adoption and power. By combining these 
three dimensions, eight nuanced acculturation strategies can be identified, 
each with specific socio-psychological characteristics, psychological as well as 
sociocultural adjustment outcomes as well as intergroup relational outcomes. 
Additionally, a profound integration and marginalization strategy are proposed 
to result in cognitive benefits otherwise reported for bi- or multicultural minority 
members. Although these propositions remain to be further empirically explored, 
the model and example exercises offer a first step towards a more balanced 
intercultural education agenda.

Note

1 However, recent research questions the beneficial role of integration (Bierwiaczonek 
and Kunst 2021).
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hapter C 8

RETHINKING INTERCULTURAL TRAINING FOR 
RELATING ACROSS CULTURES IN TEAMWORK

Sophie Reissner-Roubicek

Introduction

Many of the interactional challenges discussed in the intercultural communication 
literature are increasingly being recognized by communication practitioners in 
professional resources that target virtual teams. The enforced switch to online 
working in 2020 saw a spate of advice from business blogs recycling earlier sets of 
tips for virtual teamwork. It is worth noting that the majority of studies of remote 
communication on which the tips are based rely variously on perception data from 
surveys or interviews, including email experiments (e.g. Byron 2008), and pre-date 
the widespread access to video meeting platforms such as Zoom and Teams. Now, 
everyone has the opportunity to experience a disorienting turn-taking experience; 
to scan for hard-to-discern non-verbal cues to help them interpret meaning; to 
engage in enough but not too much small talk. These experiences have helped 
bring into focus the reality that many such interactional challenges that have 
been frequently associated with intercultural communication are in fact present 
in all communication. This provides an important opportunity for revisiting 
assumptions about cultural differences and how they are treated in intercultural 
training. More specifically, this makes it a good moment to restate the importance 
of an approach to intercultural training that doesn’t so much focus on differences 
between groups as reveal differences within groups (and indeed similarities 
with ‘other’ individuals), and does so through activities in which trainees learn 
to observe, analyse and reflect on their own communication and understand 
its impact – as far as possible, through a linguistic lens. This chapter focuses on 
intercultural training for teamwork, aiming to illustrate how intercultural training 
activities can give trainees the tools and concepts to unpack and address the 
interactional challenges of working in diverse teams.1 In this it incorporates a 
non-essentialist approach to culture which Van Maele and Messelink (2020) have 
shown to be possible while still drawing on essentialist concepts, that is, cultural 
dimensions (e.g. Hofstede 2001; Trompenaars 1993) and adaptations of these (e.g. 
Meyer 2015; Molinsky 2013).

Negotiating Intercultural Relations Rethinking Intercultural Training
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My involvement in developing and delivering intercultural training dates 
back to 2011, when I started working with Helen Spencer-Oatey on developing 
a blended programme for professionals that included a module on working 
effectively in global teams. The interactional challenges we highlighted among 
other intercultural challenges in that resource have been addressed more explicitly 
in subsequent training resources developed with colleagues during the last 
ten years, some examples of which are discussed in this chapter. A major goal 
of these resources has been to demonstrate to trainees the impact of their own 
communication on any interaction as well as their interlocutors’ contributions 
to that interaction. As a discourse analyst whose original area of research was 
job interviews (with a particular focus on teamwork), which I have variously 
analysed drawing on concepts in intercultural pragmatics and also from a social 
constructionist perspective, this reflects my interest in the nuts and bolts of 
communication at the micro-level and in discursive strategies as they fit within 
the bigger picture of intercultural interaction. It also acknowledges that notions 
of culture that categorize and compare national groups in terms of core values 
can ‘conflict with empirical accounts of interactional “behavior”’ (McConachy and 
Spencer-Oatey 2021: 13) and tries to bridge these for practical ends.

The rest of the chapter is divided into three main sections. The next section 
addresses the literature on diverse teams where it intersects with relating across 
cultures, focusing on issues to be highlighted in the examples presented later. The 
second section addresses approaches to intercultural training and where these are 
relevant for teamwork, and the third section presents selected examples to illustrate 
training design and materials development. The chapter conclusion incorporates 
an appreciation of Helen Spencer-Oatey’s work in motivating and inspiring my 
ideas during our ten-year collaboration and a taste of future plans.

Relating ‘across’ cultures in teamwork

Scholars and practitioners have typically approached culturally diverse teams 
in terms of the ‘taxonomies of the cultural differences that affect intercultural 
interaction generally’, according to Fontaine (2017: 2). He lists a series of differences 
that supposedly affect intercultural teams and which are recognizably derived 
from the different cultural dimensions theorized by Hofstede, Trompenaars 
and Hall, namely: ‘The individual and self or the collective as the primary unit 
of value  . . . Honesty and directness or harmony and indirectness in communi-
cating . . . Forming, maintaining, and dissolving relationships . . . High to low power 
distance . . . High to low work centrality . . . Monochronic or polychronic structuring 
of activities in time . . . Low-to high-context communication . . . Distribution of 
rewards and recognition’ (pp. 3–5). He concludes this list with ‘conflict resolution’, 
which he frames as stemming from the other items on the list and also as 
inevitable in intercultural teams. Such dimensional framings of difference, and 
the taken-as-read outcome of conflict in intercultural teamwork, are prevalent 
in the management literature and moreover in practitioner resources. Research 
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by Distefano and Masnevski (2000) comparing the performance of multicultural 
with monocultural teams has shown, however, that some multicultural teams are 
considerably more effective than any monocultural teams, although it is not clear 
whether this was through lack of conflict or in spite of it, and/or because the teams 
had good conflict-management skills – or in other words, intercultural skills. They 
dubbed teams as ‘equalizers’ who were too nice to each other to achieve much 
and as ‘creators’ those teams who were comfortable with disagreeing as part of 
decision-making, which is associated with a high-involvement style of interaction 
(Tannen 2012) characterized by overlapping and collaboratively completing 
each other’s utterances.2 Distefano and Masnevski (2000) highlight two kinds 
of positive relations in diverse teams, only one of which was fruitful, implying 
that conflict avoidance (in the case of the equalizers) is not a good indicator of 
effectiveness. In common with other studies from the management field, these 
findings do not come out of conversation-analytic or discursive approaches to 
workplace interaction, although the observational approach taken by the authors 
to some extent predicts the findings of such studies (e.g. Debray 2020).

Relating and trust

Closely associated with ideas about conflict in the managerial psychology literature 
on teamwork is the notion of trust, and its lack or otherwise in intercultural teams, 
especially in forming and maintaining relationships. Trust is a major theme 
in the literature on global teams and especially in global virtual teams (GVTs) 
(Jarvenpaa and Leidner 1999; Gibson and Manuel 2003; Zakaria and Yusof 2020). 
This strand of research has extensively addressed culture in relation to trust 
orientation and so-called trust behaviours. Studies relying broadly on perception 
data have argued that reasons for trusting others are culture-specific and linked 
to underlying values, most usually the core values of nations. National culture has 
traditionally been argued to influence the trust-building process, for example by 
Doney et al. (1998) along Hofstede’s dimensions of individualism/collectivism, 
masculinity/femininity, power distance and uncertainty avoidance, inasmuch as 
these dimensions variously map on to relation to self, relation to authority and 
relation to risk (p. 609). In these respects, the positivist paradigm underpinning 
the body of trust research aligns comfortably with an essentialist perspective 
on culture, which assumes a high degree of similarity within cultural groups. 
In the intercultural teamwork literature, thus, culture-specific explanations for 
trust orientation place the emphasis again on cultural differences between team 
members and their international counterparts as a potential source of difficulty 
in relating. Some studies draw on survey findings from global/diverse teams to 
make communication recommendations that they advocate will promote trust 
(e.g. Ford et al. 2017; Zakaria and Yusof 2020), and others prescribe more general 
approaches. We can see this advice recontextualized in practitioner blogs. For 
example, Molinsky and Gundling (2016) give advice about building trust in a 
cross-cultural team that highlights relationship formation, in which they state 
that ‘Naturally, different global cultures have different norms about relationship 



160 Negotiating Intercultural Relations 

building’ as a precursor to suggestions for fostering rapport through building 
personal bonds/individual connections.

Relating and participation

Turning now to intercultural pragmatics, relating has been explored through 
Spencer-Oatey’s (2008) rapport management theory in some empirical studies 
based on workplace data (e.g. most recently Holmes, this volume). The bases of 
rapport (face sensitivities, sociality rights and obligations, interactional goals) 
are jointly implicated across several interactional domains in which rapport is 
enhanced, maintained, neglected or harmed. The distinction between relational 
and transactional goals and, in turn, task-focused and relationship-focused 
communication has been important both in cross-cultural research, for example 
in Meyer’s (2015) ‘culture map’ as the dimension along which trust is assessed, and 
in research on interaction in teams that takes a ‘culture-as-construct’ rather than a 
‘culture-as-given’ approach (Schnurr and Zayts 2017).

Of the six interactional domains in rapport management theory, the 
participation domain encompasses turn-taking, explained by Clyne (1994) as a 
crucial aspect of intercultural teamwork communication. This is because different 
preferences for turn-taking constrain equal participation and hence perceptions 
of competence. Those who are used to, and need, a gap to come into a discussion 
may be deprived of this chance quite unintentionally by those for whom even a 
brief silence is uncomfortable, and ultimately considered unmotivated and lacking 
in ideas. Perceptions of competence are linked in turn to trust, as Debray and 
Spencer-Oatey (2019) among others have shown. Their nine-month longitudinal 
study of a diverse team uses conversation-analytic tools to demonstrate how, 
based on his turn-taking pattern in initial team meetings, a team member was 
increasingly marginalized, stereotyped, discouraged from speaking up and before 
long, positioned as not competent. In order to build rapport and relationships with 
team members and accordingly trust within an intercultural team, participation –  
simply getting a turn to speak – is a pre-requisite. Turn-taking patterns are 
generally considered to be culture-specific (Tannen 2012; DuBabcock 2006) but 
in egalitarian teamwork settings such as these they are also inextricably linked to 
issues of power. According to García and Cañado (2005), large power differences 
exist between members of equal teams, related to ‘tone and other paralinguistic 
aspects’ and not merely their level of fluency in the main working language, 
affording them ‘a privileged position in discussions and debates, [e.g.] when 
participating in meetings’ (p. 97).

Small talk is another recommendation often found in practitioner blogs (e.g. 
Thompson 2020) for rapport-, relationship- and trust-building in global/diverse 
teams. Practices around small talk are broadly understood to vary across cultures 
(Pullin 2010). Goettsch (2016) invokes this in discussing how leaders of GVTs 
can ‘manage perceptions of inefficient use of time for small talk’ (p. 21), which 
implies differences in interactional goals but also suggests a default orientation 
to task-focused over relationship-focused communication as well as to time 
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(Hall 1976). Whether too much or too little, unequal participation in small talk 
might already give rise to assumptions or ‘hasty judgments’ (Reissner-Roubicek 
and Spencer-Oatey 2020) that have a cumulative impact on team communication 
and so on.

Relating and directness

The most obvious way in which directness is relevant to teamwork communication 
is in how members give and receive feedback to and from each other during the 
working process. This is critical in the equitable take-up of ideas and decision-
making about what should be done and how it needs to be improved (Reissner-
Roubicek and Spencer-Oatey 2020). An intercultural team that has invested in 
relationship building sufficiently to build trust between them is not only likely 
to see and jointly promote more equal participation but will experience less 
turbulence as a result of giving negative, or ‘developmental’, feedback to each other 
when things go wrong, as Greenaway (2018) has demonstrated. Debray (2020) 
found that while team members who are friends don’t hesitate to give each other 
negative feedback, they avoid giving it to those they have issues with. Direct versus 
indirect communication was identified by Behrfar et al. (2006) as one of four 
problem categories that can create barriers to a team’s success.

The breaching of pragmatic norms or expectations for directness in giving 
negative feedback carries a heavy penalty in intercultural teams, as teammates 
are more likely to mistake the person for the problem (Greenaway 2018). This 
kind of attribution error is typical of intercultural situations, most commonly 
when putting another’s behaviour down to cultural differences (Spencer-Oatey 
and Kádár 2021). Comfort and Franklin (2010) note that along with different 
expectations about the directness of negative, or developmental feedback – as 
well as the context in which it is given, cultural differences have been found in 
responses to positive or affirmative feedback: it may be perceived as insincere and 
thus received with suspicion. To some extent ‘directness’ overlaps with low-context 
communication and ‘indirectness’ with high-context communication, but explicit 
is probably closer in meaning to low context in terms of communication style.3 
Directness/explicitness/a low-context style is framed in terms of transparency by 
Comfort and Franklin (2010) in their discussion of feedback as a critical category 
for international managers. Transparency is juxtaposed with (maintaining) 
harmony by them and with (maintaining) rapport by training developers Trickey 
and Ewington (2006). These are different ways of articulating the reason for high-
context/indirect/implicit ways of giving negative feedback, which are extensively 
discussed in the intercultural literature in terms of ‘face’.4 An intriguing claim in 
one of the early pandemic practitioner blogs with tips for virtual team meetings 
consisted of a warning to the effect that ‘people give each other harsher feedback 
online’ (Thompson 2020). This turns out to be based on an earlier experimental 
study of interpretations of emotions conveyed in emails (Byron 2008), which 
signals the need for wider dissemination and understanding of linguistic research 
drawing on authentic interactional data from the workplace.
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The communication issues discussed earlier all present important challenges 
for intercultural training, which will be addressed in the next section. A traditional 
preliminary goal of intercultural training is to promote intercultural sensitivity, 
starting with self-awareness, which includes awareness of participants’ own 
expectations and assumptions, and should not rely on having them ‘explain[. . .] 
the ‘cause’ of behaviours in terms of differences in values or communication styles’ 
(Tian and McConachy 2021: 15). As will be elaborated in the examples part, 
helping them recognize what ‘rules’ they are unconsciously following can be 
achieved through the design of experiential learning activities. Reflecting on 
these experiences as an important part of their learning can also help participants 
become more conscious of their own evaluations of difference (McConachy 2018).

Intercultural training approaches

Experiential methods are well established in intercultural training design, perhaps 
most notably in the form of simulations. Experiential learning involves ‘active 
methods that are learner-centred and highly participatory’, according to Fowler and 
Yamaguchi (2020: 195), whose recent review and analysis of trends in intercultural 
training highlight the role of reflection in this process. For example, structured 
reflection needs to follow a simulation in order to transform the intercultural 
experience into learning (Kolb 1984) and embed concepts in practice (Helyer 
2015). In the context of teamwork, experiential learning through simulations 
and role-plays has been demonstrated by Kayes et al. (2005) to improve team 
effectiveness and mitigate issues such as groupthink, over-reliance on a dominant 
leader, diffusion of responsibility and social loafing. These are all issues that take 
on a particular significance when mediated by culture.

Fowler and Yamaguchi (2020) emphasize the importance of integrating 
experiential and didactic methods of delivery, both of which can be employed in 
either culture-specific or culture-general approaches to the content of training. 
Simulations and self-assessments are both experiential and culture-general 
(Gudykunst and Hammer 1983) inductive ways of learning that can be combined 
with more didactic methods. Along with case study analyses, discussions and 
role-play, and an inductive approach to dismantling assumptions, they promote 
experiential engagement, whereas brief accounts of underpinning research 
promote conceptual understanding (Reissner-Roubicek and Spencer-Oatey 
2020). While culture-specific approaches are typically applied in pre-departure 
training for working or studying in a particular country, culture-general training 
‘sensitizes trainees to cross-cultural differences and intercultural problems in 
general’ (Fowler and Yamaguchi 2020: 197), making them more relevant to 
intercultural teamwork. The way differences are associated with problems in this 
framing reflects the general premise of comparison and contrast in mainstream 
intercultural communication education and training.

Culture-general training has traditionally aimed to capture ‘the essence of 
cultures (most often, countries) by categorizing and comparing groups in terms 
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of cultural dimensions or core values’ (Van Maele and Messelink 2019: 142). 
This essentialist perspective takes culture as a given. Such approaches have been 
challenged by Handford et al. (2019), among others, on the basis that describing 
the cultures of pre-defined groups is reductionist and can reinforce stereotyping. 
Moreover, in a professional context, ‘collaboration and communication partners do 
not want to be treated as the average of a large category based on their nationality or 
ethnicity, or be reduced to some other perceived generic label that classifies them 
into the “other” category’ (p. 172). In their review of the literature on intercultural 
education and training for engineers, a field which not incidentally places high 
importance on teamwork as an employment competency (Reissner-Roubicek 
2017), Handford et al. (2019) call for ‘culture-as-construct’ approaches in place of 
‘culture-as-given’ approaches, also known respectively as first-order and second-
order notions of culture (Schnurr and Zayts 2017). Culture-as-construct reflects a 
social constructionist perspective that sees culture as dynamic and co-constructed 
in interaction, or ‘talked into being’ – for example, at team level in meetings 
(Schnurr and Zayts 2017), an area that can be fruitfully explored in intercultural 
training through a linguistic lens.

The question of whether intercultural training developers can or should 
completely eschew the dimensional framings of culture that are so firmly embedded 
in theory and practice is convincingly answered by Van Maele and Messelink 
(2019). They advocate for and model an integrated approach to culture-general 
training in their proposal for using essentialist concepts in a non-essentialist way, 
that is, ‘as a heuristic device for articulating and jointly examining intercultural 
experiences’ (p. 1). This includes exercises ‘suited to highlight[ing] individual 
variation as opposed to cultural group regularity’ in the experiences reported by 
trainees while still making them ‘aware of different and unexpected ways in which 
other people might think, feel and act’ (p. 7). In short, the same tools – knowledge 
about differences in core values or communication styles – can be used not simply 
to predict and solve misunderstandings (such as finding one correct answer to 
a culture assimilator or critical incident), they can also be used ‘to discover and 
capitalise on similarities’, mitigating reductionist views of the other (p. 8). Along 
with emphasizing variability over regularity and privileging understanding over 
‘problematic differences’, Van Maele and Messelink emphasize the opportunity ‘to 
reflect on the self in relation to the other’ as the third characteristic of a non-
essentialist approach (2019, p. 8).5

The design of training for intercultural teamwork discussed in the examples 
in the next section aligns with the above non-essentialist approach and also 
acknowledges techniques adapted from two classic works by the training 
companies WorldWork (Trickey and Ewington 2006)6 and UGM Consulting 
(Byrne and Fitzgerald 1996). In terms of implications for rapport, that is, ‘if 
harmonious relations are to be created or maintained’ (Spencer-Oatey 2008: 21) 
in an intercultural team, the former pays useful attention to the illocutionary 
domain, which involves directness/indirectness, for example in giving feedback. 
The latter particularly attends to the participation domain and relevant elements of 
turn-taking, which also has implications for inclusion/exclusion. The experiential 
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approach demonstrated here by Byrne and Fitzgerald (1996) is invaluable in 
raising self-awareness of unconscious preferences in this respect.

Their way of focusing on participation in an intercultural team in a training 
setting resonates with a very recent proposal by Olbertz-Siitonen (2021). In 
calling for the practical application of naturalistic inquiry, she looks at options 
for communication training drawn from Antaki’s (2011) interventionist applied 
conversation analysis. She suggests that this would be useful to help students 
identify and analyse communication practices that tend to be attributed to 
culture, that is, avoid immediately pointing to culture as an explanatory variable 
(Spencer-Oatey and Kádár 2021). It would also encourage them to see ‘culture-in-
[inter]action’ as a dynamic process and notably to reflect on their learning from 
authentic situations. Olbertz-Siitonen doesn’t suggest any specific design for doing 
this in intercultural training, she instead invites us ‘to consider and experiment 
with naturalistic approaches to support students in developing intercultural 
competences that correspond to the lived reality’ (2021: 53). What follows in the 
next section is in part a response to that call.

Training examples

The following examples aim to demonstrate some applications of the principles 
discussed earlier in different domains of interaction. Example 1 concerns the 
participation domain, in respect of turn-taking. Examples of responses offered 
by trainees during each debriefing step of this activity are provided to illustrate 
how it works. Selected examples of post-training reflections (Reissner-Roubicek 
and Spencer-Oatey 2020) are also included. Example 2 deals with the challenge 
of giving negative feedback. The focus on directness/indirectness involves the 
stylistic domain in relation to mitigation devices, the illocutionary domain in 
relation to strategies that are conventionally/unconventionally direct/indirect 
and the discourse domain in relation to deductive/inductive or bald-on-record 
rhetorical strategies. All of these can function as rapport-managing strategies 
in their respective domains. Example 2 uses dimensional framings in a non-
essentialist way, as does Example 3, which explores understandings of trust. 
Like rapport, trust is a construct that cuts across all domains. Examples 4 and 
5 specifically involve a naturalistic approach in which students observe, analyse 
(in this case as researchers) and reflect on their own and others’ communication 
across interactional domains. Post-training reflections were collected in the former 
case and some representative examples are presented to illustrate how trainees 
responded to the activities.

Exploring participation, directness and trust

Example 1
This example addresses the issue of unequal participation in team discussion. It has 
been used successfully with diverse teams of students in interdisciplinary settings 
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such as international summer schools and across faculties such as engineering, 
medicine and business in HE, as well as with teams of professionals.

 ● Contexts of use: All in-person training settings, ideally in teams of five.
 ● Learning approach: Inductive. The experience itself and debriefing lay the 

groundwork for engaging with theoretical concepts after the activity.
 ● Learning purpose: Raise awareness and demonstrate the impact of 

unconscious turn-taking preferences on opportunities for participation 
(ultimately, promote more equal participation).

 ● Learning design: Turn-taking experiment (adapted from Byrne and Fitzgerald 
1996).

Trainees are given a motivating topic for discussion that can be sustained for twenty 
minutes in total and told that they will be asked to experiment with different ‘rules’ 
for managing the talk (Reissner-Roubicek and Spencer-Oatey 2020). They begin 
in ‘open house’ mode (anyone can take a turn in any order). The trainer calls a 
halt to the discussion to give a simple instruction to implement a new turn-taking 
strategy, starting with ‘round table’ (everyone must take a turn, in order around 
the table). Next is the ‘three-second rule’ (anyone can take a turn in any order, but 
only after three seconds have elapsed since the previous speaker finished their 
turn) and finally ‘reflect back’ (active-listening style, acknowledging then building 
on the previous speaker’s point or seeking clarification). The trainer monitors 
the observation of the rules as needed and is ready with one or two pre-prepared 
prompts to keep the discussion topic going.

Debriefing in plenary ideally happens in between each rule. (In the case of 
‘round table’, it can be productive to halt the round before the last person in each 
team has spoken and elicit from them what they were feeling as their turn was 
coming closer.) ‘Three-second rule’ is an entertaining struggle for those whose 
unconscious preference is for overlapping turns and reveals how well embedded 
these patterns are. Whereas ‘reflect back’ can be usefully adopted in future 
discussions, it should be emphasized to trainees that the ‘three-second rule’ is an 
awareness-raising activity to demonstrate the impact of low tolerance for, and/
or conversely, comfort with, gaps. The pitfalls of typical meeting management 
techniques such as ‘open house’ and ‘round table’ are also revealed through this 
activity.

Trainee reflections during the activity
 ● ‘Open house’: It was easy/It wasn’t easy to get into the discussion; was 

interrupted before I finished my point; am used to being interrupted so didn’t 
notice.

 ● ‘Round table’: Was trying to think of something that no one else has already 
said; felt under pressure; found it difficult to listen to others and think at the 
same time; forgot my point while I was waiting.

 ● ‘Three-second rule’: Really difficult to hold back; we had to look at each other 
more; it was easier to get in but we kept starting at the same time; felt safe that 
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no one could interrupt before I finished; some people just keep talking and 
you can’t stop them (and privately after the event: That’s the most they’ve ever 
said at one time – I didn’t realize they had so much to say – it really helped us 
get to know each other better).

 ● ‘Reflect back’: Frustrating because I want to make my point as soon as I think 
of it; felt a bit artificial; had to concentrate on other people more; was useful to 
hear the previous point again to help me understand it; while restating their 
point I had more time to formulate my own point in English.

Diverse perspectives will reliably emerge, as discussed earlier, at each step of the 
experience; valuable learning points are generated by hearing how others feel 
and discovering commonalities as well as differences. Another insight that can 
be drawn out following debriefing is the mutual impact of turn-taking patterns, 
which can’t be considered in isolation. The following post-training reflection 
particularly highlights this effect.

Post-training reflections

 ● The turn-taking exercise made me realize that I have a tendency to interrupt 
people but also that if I know that people will not interrupt me, I will not only 
talk more but also start formulating questions out loud and answering my 
own questions at the same time. This made me realize that I strive for other 
people’s confirmation and a lack of ‘backchannelling’ or interruption made 
me feel like I had to keep occupying the talking floor because no one else was 
talking.

 ● I really enjoy giving my point of view, and criticizing other people’s point 
of view, not in an aggressive way but now, I’m more aware of when I’m 
dominating a discussion.

 ● Next time I may take the active action to jump into the discussion, not waiting 
for others. Because it’s not their responsibility to ask me to give my opinions. I 
think it’s uncomfortable when some group members ask you, when you didn’t 
give any opinions.

Example 2
The second example is a core training activity that explores the challenge of 
giving feedback to a team member. It has been used successfully with students 
and professionals in different countries, most recently multinational clients in a 
global training setting. It was originally developed on the fly to support a mixed 
cohort of pre-service and in-service engineers at the University of Warwick. The 
framing of the interactional element (i.e. what precedes it and contextualizes it) 
has been built up over various iterations to draw on the work of Andy Molinsky 
as elaborated here.

 ● Contexts of use: In-person and online training settings, in pairs.
 ● Learning approach: Self-assessment (inductive), followed by introduction of 

theoretical concepts and finally an experiential activity.
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 ● Learning purpose: Raise awareness of challenges surrounding giving and 
receiving feedback in intercultural teams and promote the ability to adjust 
one’s communication style.

 ● Learning design: Role-play using partner as a coach; swap roles and repeat.

The first step is a simple self-assessment tool in the form of a feedback quiz based 
on Molinsky’s (2016) notion of ‘reinventing the feedback sandwich’, which aligns 
with contemporary ideas in management the feedback sandwich (i.e. two slices 
of positive feedback around the negative feedback) being an outdated premise. 
The quiz is useful because it focuses on how we like to be given feedback, which 
the trainer should suggest may impact our beliefs about how we should give it to 
others. Debriefing of the quiz at the start of a training session allows the evidence 
of similarities and differences to be explored immediately (i.e. between the weak 
feedback sandwich [larger amounts of positive feedback either side of the negative 
feedback], the traditional feedback sandwich [discussed earlier], the untraditional 
wrap [both kinds of feedback but elicited from the receiver], the open-faced 
sandwich [negative feedback followed by a little positive feedback] and the paleo 
diet sandwich [just negative feedback]). Assumptions such as the golden rule (i.e. 
treat others as you would like to be treated yourself) can be challenged in order to 
help emphasize that ‘no one size fits all’.

Importantly, the individual results of the quiz in all training cohorts have 
consistently revealed that people with the same national cultural background have 
diverse preferences for how they like to be given feedback and that commonalities 
exist across cultures. It works well to establish this before introducing any 
dimensional framings of culture that might relate to feedback preferences, 
namely orientations to positive (‘affirmative’) and negative (‘developmental’) 
feedback (Comfort and Franklin 2010). These include tensions between harmony/
transparency and task/relationship as well as directness/indirectness, one of 
Molinsky’s (2013) set of six cultural dimensions. Framing these as underlying 
values and beliefs enables the necessary shift in focus to linguistic practices as the 
visible manifestation of culture, and from there to their role in constructing the 
culture of a company, within a team and so on. At this point, it can work well to 
elicit from trainees some examples of relatively direct or indirect utterances rather 
than present them with examples, which could be interpreted as prescriptive.

The design of the role-play itself depends on trainees to choose a situation 
in which they typically give feedback or alternatively a real situation where they 
previously gave negative feedback and where things might have gone better. They 
explain the scenario to their partner, before giving them the feedback, which itself 
should take no longer than one minute. The partner’s role as coach is to suggest 
in which direction along the dimension of directness (i.e. more or less direct) 
they should adjust their style. The aim is for the partner to respond authentically 
according to how the negative feedback made them feel (but not in the interests 
of arriving at one correct way to do it, as no one’s preferences can be predicted). 
In the case that it suited them perfectly the first time, they should still make an 
adjustment suggestion because the aim of the activity is to practise this, and 
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preferably in small steps, in line with Molinsky’s (2013) notion of comfort-zone 
stretching – just enough but no more than would be authentic for the feedback 
giver. The trainee then gives the feedback for a second time, and if needed, a third 
time. Partners swap roles and repeat the exercise.

Both partners reflect on what they learnt from the experience in plenary. 
Typical comments include that was useful to focus on how they communicate 
and learn how it could come over to others compared with their own perceptions, 
and sometimes that it made them more confident to give negative feedback in 
real life. This activity provides a safe space for practising cultural comfort-zone 
stretching, which may well be assisted by casting the partner in the support role 
of coach.

If trainees want to discuss giving upwards negative feedback to a manager (as 
happened recently in a workshop for professionals) then it is useful to explain the 
bases of rapport in respect of the interplay between sociality rights and obligations, 
face sensitivities and interactional goals. Debriefing can also make explicit how this 
exercise teaches them about some more fundamental communication preferences 
than just giving feedback.

Example 3
The third example is a training activity that makes a particularly effective warm-up 
at the start of a team project and can also be linked to other activities. For example, 
if the discussion topic chosen for the turn-taking experiment (Example 1) concerns 
trust, the below activity has been shown to offer a nice pay-off for that discussion.

 ● Contexts of use: In-person and online training settings in HE, teams of around 
five.

 ● Learning approach: Inductive/exploratory. Self-assessment, followed by 
sharing results and team discussion.

 ● Learning purpose: Demonstrate different orientations to trust, commonalities 
across cultures and differences within cultures, and understand the 
implications for starting out on a team project.

 ● Learning design: Ranking order ‘trust criteria’ activity adapted for students with 
permission from WorldWork (Trickey and Ewington 2006). The adaptation of 
the trust criteria for students was assisted by insights on the ‘gains and pains’ of 
intercultural groupwork reported by Spencer-Oatey and Dauber (2017).

Trainees are asked to think about the questions ‘What is trust? What makes you 
trust someone?’ before completing the individual task, which is as follows.

  Explore your personal understanding of trust – rank the following criteria 
in order of priority from 1 (most important to me) to 5 (least important 
to me).

 (a) Is there any evidence that they are good at teamwork in an academic 
situation? (In other words, I would trust them if I have seen them engage 
collaboratively with other students on a previous module.)
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 (b) Can I be sure that the consequences of non-co-operation are equal on both 
sides? (In other words, I would trust them if I could be sure that they would 
care as much about the mark that we receive for the project as I do.)

 (c) Do they care about me or just about themselves? (In other words, I would 
trust them if they recognize and respect my needs, priorities and goals, not 
just their own.)

 (d) Can I be certain of their skills and expertise to carry out their allocated 
tasks? (In other words, I would trust them if they have achieved marks that 
are comparable to or better than mine in relevant modules.)

 (e) Have they been personally recommended by people who I trust? (In other 
words, I would trust them if my friends or people I already trust have 
worked successfully with them before.)

  At your first meeting, compare your ranking order with your team members. 
How far did their rankings agree or disagree with your ranking? Discuss and 
consider the possible implications for your project.

As with the feedback quiz, this activity can be relied upon to generate diverse 
results among co-nationals/trainees with a shared cultural background. It is 
evidently engaging, because the instruction to compare and discuss answers 
always triggers a burst of highly animated talk, which evolves into lengthy student-
centred discussion as they first discover for themselves that national culture can’t 
explain the diverse priorities among their teammates for trusting each other and 
then consider what impact those might have on teamwork.

This makes it a particularly good rapport-building activity, suggestive of the 
instinct to find common ground, which may be facilitated through troubles talk 
about teamwork itself (Debray 2020). Notably, students report that they think 
about their previous experiences of teamwork when completing the task. We know 
from the extensive literature on mixed national groupwork how assumptions 
about the other are brought into new teams by ‘home’ and ‘international’ students 
(Cai 2017; Spencer-Oatey and Dauber 2017), which can prejudice trust formation 
(Zakaria and Yusof 2020).

Exploring relating across cultures through interaction analysis

The final examples, 4 and 5, both involve intercultural teams of students in 
analysing data from their own team interactions in two specific settings: 
postgraduate students studying intercultural communication (Reissner-Roubicek 
2014) and undergraduate summer school students from mixed disciplines with no 
background in linguistics (Reissner-Roubicek and Debray 2018).

 ● Contexts of use: Students research their own teamwork interaction. 
Experiential activities in research-based teaching of academic courses and 
intensive summer school courses, teams of around five.

 ● Learning approach: Inductive. Hands-on engagement with discourse data 
from own team interaction, in line with proposal for naturalistic inquiry in 
intercultural education in HE (Olbertz-Siitonen 2021).
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 ● Learning purpose: Understand mutual impact of own and others’ 
communication through a linguistic lens, overcome assumptions and so on.

Example 4 – Postgraduate students studying intercultural communication
 ● Learning design: Individual written pre-task to elicit previous teamwork 

experiences. Post-project assessed write-up of team communication including 
linguistic analysis of audio-recorded meeting data.

At the start of the module (Leadership and teamwork in intercultural contexts), 
students submitted individual written reflections in answer to a prompt about 
their previous experiences of working in teams, adapted from Oakley et al. (2004). 
Culturally diverse teams were then allocated within the international cohort and 
they set to work on a marketing project with an intercultural theme and real-life 
applications. They agreed to record one meeting by consensus during the project 
and for their assessment provided an overview of the way their team communicated 
over a series of meetings and a closer analysis of segments of actual talk. They were 
asked to pay attention to features of the interaction they thought were significant 
in how, for example, ideas were volunteered, decisions were made and leaders 
emerged in interaction – in other words, how culture was co-constructed within 
the team. Some focused on humour and some on politeness and so on. They used a 
range of discourse- and conversation-analytical tools to explore their experiences 
at the interactional level. One student noticed the frequency of compliments (‘I 
think I might be in an equalizer team’) and scrutinized those. In the overview, some 
students chose to write about how relationships were built between team members 
from different backgrounds. All the members of one team separately wrote about 
opening each meeting by sharing a different sort of cake and the particular team 
humour that evolved accordingly, which was also evident in the segments chosen 
to analyse. Each person identified humour as a factor in the team’s functioning 
effectively and enabling shared leadership.

Conflict among team members was also engaged with. One comment in the 
post-assignment reflection addresses how threats to rapport were negotiated: ‘I 
enjoyed the fact that I learnt many aspects about face and managing conflict.’ This 
refers to a turbulent incident which students from one team all chose to highlight 
in their separate analyses.

Here are some more examples of student reflections on their work.

Post-assignment reflections

 ● I think this is good that I can learn from what I have done on the project as 
a team player. This is more practical than just write an essay on the topic. . . . 
And the experience is real so it is more realistic.

 ● It’s very interesting hearing yourself on a recording and it helps to highlight 
some areas of improvement for future meetings. Doing this was very enjoyable 
for me.

 ● It helps me make a good self-reflection on my interaction style [and] what I 
should do next, it’s very useful.
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 ● I came to think how I could contribute to make the group work go smoothly.
 ● Analysing the meetings was the most interesting part. I really liked reflecting 

on what we had done as a team and then writing about it.
 ● It’s interesting to review what I have done and how I have done it, which may 

benefit me in the interaction in future.

Example 5 – Undergraduates from interdisciplinary backgrounds on international 
summer schools

 ● Learning design: Experiential activities focusing on team-building, 
interspersed with unpacking theoretical notions about culture through 
discussions that encouraged alternative interpretations and perspective-
taking. A team research task involving transcribing and analysing 
interactional data audio-recorded during a decision-making activity. 
Assessment by a team presentation reporting the findings.

The distinction was introduced in the first week between positivist and interpretivist 
research paradigms and their application in studies that take culture-as-given and 
culture-as-construct approaches respectively. Students were familiarized with 
some transcripts of teamwork communication and discourse-analytical research 
that addresses interactional issues relating to participation.

Team-building activities were mainly conducted outdoors at first to help to get 
to know each other in a more relaxed setting. The focus shifted to decision-making 
activities of the type used in assessment centres such as the Desert Survival task 
(Lafferty and Pond 1989) or its Lost at Sea (Knox n.d.) variant. Discussion tasks are 
an important context in which the impact of certain linguistic and interactional 
strategies in empowering or disempowering participants has been exposed (e.g. 
Baxter 2002). They are widely used under competitive conditions with candidates 
applying for graduate roles, as well as in diverse training contexts. Desert Survival 
is given as an example of a ‘more authentic’ simulation for intercultural business 
communication research by DuBabcock and Chan (2019) on the basis that 
it ‘requires participants’ full engagement’ (p. 6). It is a convergence task – in 
other words, it requires discussants to come to an agreement about the order of 
importance to their survival of fifteen items saved from the wreckage of a plane.

Students each transcribed a share of the recording and then combined their 
transcripts. They used Qualtrix to make annotations to their transcripts and learnt 
to apply an interaction-analytic coding method (see Aritz and Walker 2014) for 
categorizing discourse units according to the frequency and types of features. 
This was scaffolded by a simple framework of discourse elements (simultaneous 
speech, links between turns, topic shifts and use of questions) set out by Walker 
and Aritz (2014) in a work pitched at an interdisciplinary audience.

Each team member took responsibility for exploring a different aspect of 
what was going on in the interaction, after which they discussed and interpreted 
them together. They learnt to differentiate between competitive interruptions and 
supportive overlaps. In addition to turn-taking elements they looked at how they 
gave each other positive and negative feedback (and, importantly, who they gave 
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it to) during the task, and how direct or indirect each kind of feedback was, where 
communication was more or less task-focused/relationship-focused and how all 
of this fed into discursive strategies for agreement and disagreement. Their own 
and others’ use of different types of questions was particularly striking to some of 
the teams and raised their awareness of how these are linked to power, not just in 
the case of ‘challenge’ questions used to contest but also in the case of ‘co-operative 
questions’ intended to facilitate, because asking someone for their opinion can 
draw attention to the fact they haven’t contributed. This recalls the comment made 
previously by the student who felt it might be preferable to jump in rather than be 
made uncomfortable this way.

The plenary presentations of findings provided a further learning opportunity 
to engage critically with the way culture is constructed in team interaction and 
drew attention to the mutual impact of each other’s contributions. Similar patterns 
of unequal participation were made visible, but the overall mapping of how each 
team related to each other in decision-making was clearly unique to each team.

This example shows how students outside the discipline of linguistics can 
acquire analytical skills that go beyond assigning cultural dimensions and values, 
that is, using culture uncritically as an explanatory variable. They discovered for 
themselves that the evidence for national culture or indeed gender to explain 
communication style was lacking and discussed the impact of situational factors 
such as the task, the timing, and the previous experience of the people involved.

Conclusion

Finding ways to help improve the experience of working in culturally diverse teams 
through intercultural training was originally motivated by what I learnt from my 
job interviews research. Not only did teamwork appear to be the make-or-break 
question, but teamwork stories are mostly alike in that they involve people-related 
problems, which make sense when you know that the interviewer has a mission 
to elicit these. As one recruiter advised a candidate, ‘you’ve got to have a story of 
conflict up your sleeve!’. Conflict may not be inevitable in intercultural teams, but 
the vastness of the literature attempting to address it attests to a need for trainers 
to rethink the design of intercultural training, in ways such as the ones discussed 
earlier. The issue of unequal participation, which can lead to assumptions about 
competence and marginalization, is particularly important to get traction on. It 
has implications for relationships in terms of rapport and trust, which in turn are 
subject to erosion by mismatches of expectations and preferences for directness in 
giving and getting feedback.

The idea of ‘rethinking’ in this chapter has entailed the adoption of a non-
essentialist approach that help trainees to discover and capitalize on similarities, 
which in turn mitigates reductionist views of the other. It also aligns with 
proposals for naturalistic inquiry. This, especially, makes use of linguistic insights 
in that it supports trainees to generate their own. A broadly inductive approach 
to intercultural training was modelled for me by Helen Spencer-Oatey in her 
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treatment of critical incidents when we started to create e-learning resources 
together and is now embedded in all experiential activities. My understanding of 
intercultural skills as a complex of observation skills, analytical skills and reflection 
skills was inculcated by Helen along with so much else that has been crucial in 
my development as a researcher, materials designer and trainer. The number 
of Spencer-Oatey citations in the chapter are reflections of the light she shines 
on the pivotal role of social interaction in interculturality. These days, ‘observe, 
analyse and reflect’ has been superseded by ‘notice, understand and grow’ as a 
learning framework in our materials design for her new company GlobalPeople 
Consulting. This provides some apt words to conclude with: Thanks to you, Helen, 
I noticed, I understood and I grew.
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Notes

1 In reporting how diverse teams have been defined, Stahl et al. (2010) refer to a cross-
national/intra-national distinction and include gender, age and function along with 
‘culture and ethnicity’ as dimensions of diversity (p. 690). ‘Diverse’ and ‘culturally 
diverse’ are often used interchangeably in the literature about the membership of such 
teams, reflecting alternate conceptions of culture and the multiple identities of team 
members.

2 It is already possible to detect a Western bias here in the evaluation of these styles of 
interaction as more or less effective or indeed ‘collaborative’ (see also Walker and Aritz 
2014, and their extension of Coates’s (1996) binary opposition between ‘cooperative’ 
and ‘competitive’ styles).

3 Hall (1976) talked originally in terms of high- and low-context cultures, and this 
distinction persists in some fields, but other researcher-practitioners have always 
talked in terms of high- and low-context communication styles.

4 For discussions of the theoretical links to face (and politeness), see Spencer-Oatey 
(2008).

5 See Olbertz-Siitonen (2021) for an overview of the trends reflecting the general shift 
away from essentialist approaches and Van Maele and Messelink (2019) regarding how 
critical incidents can be used in a non-essentialist way.

6 ‘World of Difference’ (Trickey and Ewington 2006) offers a three-day training 
package including a forty-minute film scripted around the communication challenges 
experienced by a multinational team whose increasingly exasperated British leader is 
an intercultural novice.
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APPROACHING ENGLISH TEACHING IN THE 
GLOBAL CLASSROOM THROUGH THE LENS OF 

RITUAL FRAME INDICATING EXPRESSIONS

Willis Edmondson, Juliane House and Dániel Z. Kádár

Introduction

In this chapter, we introduce a project dedicated to the teaching of English in 
global classrooms. Specifically, we explore difficulties with the acquisition and 
use of expressions associated with various speech acts such as Request and 
Apologize. We define such expressions as ritual frame indicating expressions 
(RFIEs) (Kádár and House 2020a; House and Kádár 2021). Although RFIEs can 
appear to be similar across languages, their use and pragmatic load can differ 
significantly. Our previous research has shown that differences in RFIEs has 
the potential to trigger intercultural interactional failures, misunderstanding 
and offence (see Kádár and House 2020b), and so we regard them as important 
elements to address in both language classroom and intercultural education 
more broadly.

We introduce two procedures through which one can tease out relevant 
linguacultural differences between Chinese and English. The chapter is informed 
by data drawn from an interactional grammar of English the authors of this 
chapter are currently working on (see Edmondson et al. 2023).

Background

The learning of every foreign language – and English is not an exception – begins 
with the acquisition of words representing key expressions in everyday talk. 
Consider the following exchange:

(1)
Teacher: Repeat after me: Hello.
Learner: Hello.
Teacher: Good.

Negotiating Intercultural Relations Approaching English Teaching in the Global Class-
room
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Words are of course always embedded in utterances, and after a short period 
learners begin to go beyond learning simple expressions like hello. Every language 
has conventionalized expressions associated with speech acts which are considered 
important for L1 and L2 acquisition alike. In fact, as in the following example, 
these expressions are often closely tied up with explicit language socialization and 
the learning of politeness.

(2)
Child: I want lollypop!
Adult: What is the magic word?

Both parents and teachers tend to make ample use of such questions because 
learners are expected to be able to use conventionalized expressions like please 
‘appropriately’. This expectancy explains why children, for example, are frequently 
reminded about pragmatic conventions governing the use of expressions – 
conversations such as the one in example (2) are expected to raise awareness of the 
necessity of such expressions in situations in which one needs to impose on the 
other with a potentially face-threatening act such as Request.

In this chapter we define conventional expressions associated with speech 
acts as ‘ritual frame indicating expressions’. The acquisition and use of RIFEs is 
a core part of being able to enhance ‘rapport’ with others (Spencer-Oatey 2000): 
their use always closely interrelates with face and related rights and obligations, 
while failure in using them appropriately tends to trigger offence. In the recent 
surge of interest in causing and taking offence (see e.g. Haugh et al. 2022) little 
attention has been dedicated to the inappropriate use of such seemingly ‘basic’ 
expressions. This lack of attention is surprising because previous research has 
shown that linguacultural differences between the use of such expressions often 
triggers intercultural misunderstandings (see House 2006).

Ritual frame indicating expressions

The use of conventionalized expressions associated with speech acts can be 
idiosyncratic. Consider the following case:

(3)
Dániel: Can we move on and finish this chapter instead of waffling aimlessly?
Juliane: Could you please shut up? Ruhe! [‘Silence’ in German]!

While it is clear that please in this dialogue indicates the speech act Request, for 
spectators unaware that the interactants are close friends, a particular problem 
may emerge. That is, without having some contextual information, spectators may 
find it difficult to interpret why please is used in such a seemingly rude way. Such 
uses of expressions are therefore idiosyncratic because they cannot be identified 
with a standard situation in which rights and obligations and related pragmatic 
conventions are clearly defined. As opposed to such idiosyncrasy, in many other 
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real-life scenarios, relationships are clear for the participants. Consider the 
following case:

(4)
Policeman: Move your car, please.
Car owner: Uh oh.

One does not need to be familiar with the participants, or even to see the actual 
scene itself, to realize that please here indicates the right of the policeman to 
make a Request (see House 1989). In fact, even without indicating the roles of the 
participants, it would have been clear to many that the first interactant is a person 
invested with authority, and please is somehow related to this authority. In other 
words, many situations are standard in nature, and in such situations everybody 
knows who and where they are and use conventionalized expressions accordingly. 
As House (1989: 108) argues,

The notion of a standard situation involves participants’ rather fixed expectations 
and perceptions of social role. Role relations are transparent and predetermined, 
the requester has a right, the requestee an obligation, the degree of imposition 
involved in the request is low, as is the perceived degree of difficulty in realizing 
it. In a nutshell, the participants know where and who they are. Clearly, the 
distinction between a standard and a nonstandard situation is not clear-cut.

Note that the concept of ‘standard situation’ does not only include what is 
commonly known as ‘institutional discourse’, but rather covers any situation 
where rights and obligations prevail. For instance, House (1989: 108) refers to the 
utterance ‘Please clean up the kitchen’ as a Request made between people sharing 
a flat. It is also important to note that a particular standard situation represents a 
cluster of contexts.

Due to the salience of rights and obligations in any standard situation, such 
situations tend to be ritual in nature (Kádár 2017). What this means is that the 
interactants recognize the standard situation they are involved in, and interaction 
thus unfolds within a cognitive ‘ritual frame’ (Turner 1979) in which rights and 
obligations prevail, and one is expected to follow these rights and obligations 
to maintain both his own face and the face of other interactants (cf. Goffman 
1967). As Goffman pointed out, in ordinary interaction people engage in ‘contact 
rituals’ all the time (Goffman 1983). Such rituals are not necessarily ‘ritual’ in 
the ceremonial sense, but just like ceremonies they revolve around rights and 
obligations activated by contextual and linguistic triggers. This is why properly 
using expressions through which the ritual frame of an interaction and the related 
rights and obligations are indicated in standard situations is fundamental.

Considering the function of a conventionalized expression such as please in 
indicating standard situations and the broader underlying ritual frame in an 
interaction, we regard it as a typical example of an RFIE. What one needs to 
consider in intercultural contexts is the conventionalized relationship between 
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RFIEs and speech acts. Why may such a relationship trigger a problem? Consider 
the following case:

(5)
Teacher: Go on talking to your friends, please! [with a fake amiable smile]
Student: Sure, thanks! [goes on talking]
Teacher: [Glowers at the student]

The teacher’s utterance in example (5) is clearly meant to be ironic, but the student 
misunderstands the expression please as being ‘polite’. Such misunderstandings 
often revolve around the fact that in many languages – and practically all East 
Asian ones – the equivalents of expressions such as please tend to exclusively 
indicate the speech act Request (see also Kádár and House 2020a) – that is, they 
are ‘speech act-anchored’ – while their English counterparts are not. The tragedy 
of misunderstandings such as the one featured in example (5) is that none of the 
participants may understand exactly what is going on. The teacher may (rightly) 
think that the student is insolent, while the student may wonder about the 
inexplicable wrath of the teacher.

Linguacultural variation in Requests

It may be tempting for speakers of English to consider the pragmatic behaviour 
of members of typologically distant languages as ‘exotic’ and regard their own 
behaviour as ‘normal’ (see e.g. Spencer-Oatey and Kádár 2021). This is clearly an 
ethnocentric view, and when it comes to pragmatic failures relating to RFIEs, it is 
important to understand the standard situations which comparable expressions in 
English and other languages indicate, and also to consider the relationship between 
such expressions and the speech acts popularly associated with them. In addressing 
RFIEs in the context of language teaching and other intercultural educational 
contexts, we suggest the following two interrelated phenomena be considered:

 1. The relationship between RFIEs and speech acts in two or more languages.
 2. Variation in the standard situations that comparable RFIEs indicate in 

different languages.

Such phenomena become intriguing in particular in the case of typologically 
distant languages such as Chinese and English. Our corpus-based research (Kádár 
and House 2020a) has revealed that Chinese and British English RFIEs through 
which the speech acts Apologize and Request are realized indicate very different 
standard situations. Here, we focus on Requests.

Let us consider the first utterance in example (5) in a somewhat altered form:

(6)
Teacher: Go on talking to your friends, please! (with a fake amiable smile)
Chinese student: Ah?
Teacher: (Glowers at the student)
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In this constructed example, the student’s exclamation indicates surprise which one 
can often witness in real-life scenarios involving intercultural misunderstanding 
triggered by an RFIE. While the Chinese student in this example recognizes that 
something is very wrong, from her point of view it may seem strange for a teacher 
to use the expression please in any request, not mentioning a context of mocking 
the student. Kádár and House (2020a) have shown that in Chinese corpora qing 
请, which is the equivalent of please, is not used by teachers towards students.

This is not to say that RFIEs are always used to indicate strictly different 
standard situations across languages. For example, both please and qing are also 
used in similar standard situations such as workplaces. Thus, in studying the role 
of RFIEs in intercultural misunderstandings, we need to systematically consider 
which standard situations associated with a particular RFIE trigger problems in 
language learning and intercultural communication.

Another equally important question relates to the association between RFIEs 
and a particular speech act. In example (6), please loses its function as an indicator 
of a Request because the teacher wants the exact opposite to what he claims to 
want. Thus, please here indicates the speech act Complain rather than Request. 
Interestingly, the Chinese equivalent of please does not afford such an altered 
function: speakers of Chinese cannot normally realize a Complain using the 
expression qing.

Having discussed linguacultural variation in RFIEs, with Chinese and English 
as examples, we now turn to two procedures we have used to examine English-
language learners’ awareness of the use of such expressions.

Assessing learners’ awareness of standard situations in English

The first procedure for eliciting language learners’ awareness of RFIEs is to examine 
whether they recognize the standard situations such expressions indicate. Here, we 
focus on RFIEs indicating two speech acts which are particularly relevant in daily 
interaction and which also have been very broadly studied in pragmatics starting 
with Blum-Kulka et al. (1989): Apologize and Request. We looked at whether 
foreign learners of English, in our case Chinese learners, are aware of the standard 
situations English conventionalized expressions associated with Apologize and 
Request normally indicate. Such an awareness is more complex than meets the eye 
if we consider what has been discussed in this chapter thus far.

We have found with the aid of large corpora that seemingly ‘simple’ Apologize 
and Request expressions in Chinese and English have different uses in terms of 
indicating standard situations (Kádár and House 2020a). We annotated such 
uses by employing general labels for the standard situations involved, in order 
to tease out linguacultural similarities and differences in our corpora. The idea 
in annotating standard situations is not so much to create ‘scientific’ labels which 
can be used for the descriptions of the functions of any other RFIE, but rather to 
empirically arrive at categories which help us to describe individual similarities 
and differences between pairs of expression we study.
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We also need to make sure that we compare expressions of similar pragmatic 
characteristics. This is a thorny issue because one may easily think of translational 
equivalents in this context by considering issues such as whether expressions such 
as please in English and qing 请 in Chinese are somehow ‘equals’. A problem with 
such a logic is that ‘perfect’ translation cannot be reached universally, exactly 
because of the aforementioned relatedness of such expressions to different contexts 
or standard situations – translation is clearly a phenomenon of recontextualizing 
the use of expressions and other linguistic units (House 2018). So, instead of 
chasing the fata morgana of ‘similar meaning’ of the RFIEs to be compared, it is 
more productive to consider whether the expressions are pragmatic equivalents 
of similar degree of conventionalizedness, that is, whether they are used with an 
equivalent degree of frequency in the relevant languages.

In order to capture conventionalizedness, we conducted interviews with panels 
of native speakers, hence identifying RFIE pairs to contrast in our research. The 
results of our research showed that the RFIE duibuqi is often deployed to indicate 
a ‘Ceremonial’ standard situation, while its English counterpart is completely 
absent from such a standard situation: apparently, the RFIE sorry (unlike e.g. I 
am very sorry) is rarely used in ceremonies, while it is frequently used to indicate 
the standard situation ‘Classroom’. This latter use is conspicuously absent in 
Chinese classroom settings. These differences of use may be due to the fact that 
duibuqi is strongly associated with the speech act Apologize and, as such, is 
rarely used in interactions between students and their lecturers. The RFIE qing 
is also often deployed in formal ‘Ceremonial’ Requests, while it is not used in 
the standard situation ‘Service encounters’ in our corpus. The RFIE please is 
very different: it is used in ‘Service encounters’ and is absent from ‘Ceremonial’ 
situations, supposedly due to the fact that it has a loose relationship with the 
speech act Request. In sum, the Chinese RFIEs tend to be used in a more ‘speech 
act-anchored’ fashion than their English counterparts, and this difference is 
reflected by a variation in the standard situations that these RFIEs indicate.

Assessing procedure

In assessing our Chinese learners’ awareness of the standard situations sorry and 
please indicate in English, we conducted a short questionnaire and follow-up 
interviews, involving a group of seven Chinese learners of English. All the 
respondents were females under the age of thirty. We first sent our Chinese learners 
a set of utterances in which the RFIEs investigated were deployed in English 
examples in both appropriate and inappropriate ways. At this stage, we only asked 
the respondents to evaluate the examples as either ‘appropriate’ or ‘inappropriate’. 
We then interviewed the respondents about their evaluation of the appropriacy of 
the examples.

Our respondents received a set of (in total four) examples from English, 
featuring two times two examples of each RFIE. Two of the four examples 
provided were real corpus occurrences, while we constructed the other two 
examples as ‘quasi-back translations’ (henceforth ‘quasi-BT’) of Chinese uses 
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of corresponding RFIEs (cf. House 2018). By ‘quasi-back translation’ we mean 
cases in which we mirrored the Chinese linguacultural use of an RFIE in an 
English sentence. For instance, we provided the Chinese learners with a fictive 
example where the RFIE please is used in a similar ceremonial fashion to its 
Chinese counterpart, even though this RFIE is not normally used to indicate 
the  ‘Ceremonial’ standard situation. Ultimately, 50 per cent of the examples in 
the questionnaire (followed by the interview) were set up as ‘hidden traps’ for the 
respondents.

The complete list of the four examples that we deployed is as follows:

(1)
The following utterance takes place during a public ceremony in Britain. A 
younger speaker addresses the head of the family in front of various other family 
members. The person apologizing expresses real regret, conveying the utterance 
in a highly emotive way and with excessive body language:

Sorry for violating the interest of our family. (fictive example)

[Quasi-BT of a Chinese example featuring the use of the RFIE duibuqi, shown to 
Chinese learners of English.]

This is a constructed example – which we have defined in our study as ‘quasi-BT’ 
– because it is an adaptation of the use of the Chinese expressions duibuqi. We 
have constructed this example with the intention of assessing the reaction of the 
respondents.

(2)
The following example takes place between a lecturer and a student (the utterance 
is spoken by the lecturer) in a classroom in England. The lecturer speaks in a 
regular tone, the student and his peers are attentive and the atmosphere in the 
class is friendly:

How many tens in one hundred? Oh sorry, ten.

[Authentic example]

This is an authentic example, taken from our British English corpus, in which the 
RFIE sorry is deployed to indicate the standard situation of ‘Classroom’.

(3)
The following example takes place during a public ceremony in England. The 
speaker talks to a highly ranked person in a particularly emotive manner, and 
people around them are watching the event with reverence:

Please, you really have to accept this honour.

[Quasi-BT of a Chinese utterance shown to Chinese learners of English]
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This is the quasi-BT of an utterance drawn from a Chinese corpus, which we 
constructed for our investigation to set up a hidden trap for our respondents.

(4)
The following example takes place in a British store (and is uttered by the 
vendor). The interaction is ordinary in style, and both the vendor and customer 
are satisfied with this instance of language use:

That’ll be five pounds, please.

[Authentic example shown to Chinese learners of English]

This is an authentic example taken from our British English corpus, in which the 
RFIE please indicates the standard situation of ‘Service encounter’.

Results

In our questionnaire, the following two points were presented to the respondents:

 1. Read the four examples on the sheet below. Which of these examples do you 
find acceptable?

 2. Why is a particular example acceptable/unacceptable to you? Please reflect 
on your evaluations and be prepared to be interviewed about them in an 
hour.

With regard to the first point, the respondents returned a short list detailing which 
examples were ‘acceptable’ or ‘unacceptable’ to them. The results of our research 
showed that the respondents’ answers were not definitively demarcated along the 
lines of whether the examples were appropriate or inappropriate, but examples 
(2) (appropriate) and (3) (inappropriate) appear to have generated most mixed 
responses.

Our interpretation is that these ambiguous responses are most likely due to 
transfer from native interactional norms, as the extracts from the interviews will 
also illustrate. In other words, the Chinese students evaluated the examples in line 
with their own linguacultural norms.

Example (4) was interpreted appropriately by all respondents. In the interviews, 
they confirmed that this example was more or less in accordance with what they had 
learnt from their English-language textbooks, which included many examples of 
business transactions. In other words, respondents were pragmatically competent 
in this particular standard situation. For instance, Wei explained her evaluation 
as follows:

I know many British students from my university, and I also played role games 
in class. While I’ve never been to Britain, this language you can see in all the 
textbooks. So, it must be appropriate.
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Na voiced a much more sophisticated view of what happens in buying–selling 
scenarios in the two cultures:

My cousin studied in Sussex and just returned home with a degree in literature. We 
talked a lot about life in the UK, and she told me that the British people in shops 
are very robotic and say the same things on many occasions. In China, if you know 
the people owning the shop, you will have a special and very friendly relationship 
with them. Nobody will speak like a robot. The English can be both very polite and 
friendly in their style, but my cousin felt that they don’t really mean what they 
say. It’s funny that this topic came up in this interview because my cousin actually 
mentioned please. For a Chinese person, using ‘please’ all the time is strange.

We found Na’s response insightful, as she provided a very detailed metapragmatic 
account on the use of the RFIE please in the British English standard situation 
under investigation.

Example (1) – which represents a quasi-back translation of a Chinese public 
Apologize – also triggered many appropriate evaluations. Meifang provided an 
insightful explanation as to why she thought this example was inappropriate:

In Chinese culture, apologising in public is needed sometimes. We are a polite 
nation. The Chinese is an ancient culture where sometimes you need to express your 
regret for having done something by saying sorry to someone else in front of others. 
This restores harmony between people. We even apologize to others in our families. 
Actually, in my family people would definitely apologize to each other in front of 
other family members if there was a need for this because family matters more than 
outside people. I have the impression that Westerners don’t do this. When I spoke 
to Western people, I felt that they are less emotional than us Chinese and they don’t 
care about their families as much as we do, and it would be difficult to imagine 
Westerners apologising in front of others because they mostly think of themselves.

While Meifang’s response is, of course, heavily loaded with cultural stereotypes, 
it clearly illustrates that public apologies are perceived differently in the two 
languages (cf. Kádár et al. 2017). Unlike Meifang, both Na and Wei failed to properly 
evaluate this example, although they evaluated all the other cases appropriately. Na 
provided the following explanation:

It doesn’t matter where you are, people apologize everywhere. If you offend one of 
your family members badly, it is natural to apologize.

The appropriate example (2) – which features a British classroom scenario – 
triggered a surprisingly large number of inappropriate evaluations. Almost all 
the respondents who provided an inappropriate evaluation voiced their opinion 
that a lecturer is not supposed to realize Apologize in a classroom, that is, they 
misinterpreted the use of the RFIE sorry as a real Apologize when it was simply 
a ‘self-correction’. The reason for this could be that the RFIE duibuqi is used to 
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indicate substantial transgressions in the Chinese language. For instance, Guimei 
told us the following:

Why would a teacher ever apologize if he hasn’t done anything wrong? He has the 
authority, and apologising would destroy this authority. If a teacher apologized, it 
would make the students feel uncertain and nervous, and they would think that 
the teacher is not a good teacher. This is not good for the students, and also not for 
the teacher himself.

Yang also appears to have misunderstood the situation. However, her explanation 
is slightly different from Guimei’s, in that she related her misunderstanding 
of the pragmatic use of the RFIE to her personal life experience by stating the 
following:

I have never heard any teacher in China apologize in front of students. If there 
was something wrong and a teacher had to apologize, he would do this in private, 
maybe by involving the parents of the students. In Chinese culture, if an Apologise 
was made to a student, it would also concern the student’s family because Chinese 
families are very close, and a school needs to communicate with the parents of a 
student.

The inappropriate example (3) triggered an equal number of inappropriate 
evaluations as was triggered by example (2). Example (3) is not ‘unusual’ from 
a Chinese point of view. In Chinese it is perfectly acceptable to deploy the RFIE 
qing when speaking to a highly ranked person in a ceremony. The Chinese 
respondents might have found the similar use of the RFIE please acceptable in the 
fictive English example. Wenyi explained this by referring to customs in Chinese 
ceremonies:

While the example doesn’t tell who the speaker is, he must be lower-ranking than the 
prince. So yes, using please is all right here. Respect is important in ceremonies all 
over the world, and to be honest we use a lot of such words in Chinese ceremonies. 
I think this also works in English.

Unlike Wenyi, Na rightly evaluated the example as inappropriate, by saying the 
following:

I don’t think that the English would say something like this. The sentence sounds 
like a translation of Chinese because please sounds so strange here. In English, 
people use please to ask for things, but I am not sure if this man asks for something 
at all. Is it not that he GIVES something to the prince?

While Na was unable to form her response in the way that a pragmatician would, 
her response is important because it coincides with what our previous research on 
the RFIEs please and qing has revealed: while qing is frequently used to indicate 
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‘Ceremonial’ standard situations, please is not an expression that would indicate 
this standard situation in British English.

To sum up, the procedure presented here revealed that while sorry and please 
may seem to be ‘simple’ expressions, determining their appropriate use can be 
difficult. This is because these expressions are pragmatically loaded, and in many 
cases learners are unable to avoid falling back to pragmatic transfer in the use of 
these expressions. That is, relying on one’s L1 pragmatic norms when attempting to 
understand these expressions will not necessarily solve the problem.

So far, we have focused on a particular problem relating to the use of RFIEs, 
that is, linguacultural differences between the standard situations such expressions 
may indicate. We now look into another aspect: the relationship between RFIEs 
and the speech acts they conventionally indicate.

Assessing learners’ awareness of the speech act-anchor of  
RFIEs in English

As mentioned earlier in the chapter, a problem which often triggers pragmatic 
transfer is that RFIEs in various (typologically distant) languages such as Chinese 
and English can have very different conventionalized relationship to speech acts. 
More specifically, English RFIEs can typically be associated with a wider range 
of speech acts than their Chinese counterparts. The fact that certain expressions 
can conventionally indicate more than one speech act is what we call ‘altered 
speech act indication’. A typical example of altered speech act indication is when 
the expression Hello alerts the addressee about the speaker’s presence, rather than 
realizing the speech act Greet conventionally associated with it. Our research 
suggests that ‘altered speech act indication’ is more diverse and complex in English 
than in languages like Chinese, where utterances appear to be more closely tied to 
a narrow range of speech acts.

As part of the procedure discussed in this section, we report on an investigation 
looking at whether advanced Chinese learners of English are able to recognize 
instances of altered speech act indication, by looking at RFIEs conventionally 
associated with the speech acts Thank and Greet.

The procedure we are presenting here builds on a previous corpus-based 
investigation of the use of expressions normally associated with these speech 
acts in Chinese and English (House and Kádár 2021). We identified comparable 
expressions in Chinese and English, with the aid of a panel of ten native speakers 
of these languages, and then engaged in a corpus study of these expressions. The 
respondents were asked to provide two times three expressions which in their 
view are frequently used to realize the speech acts Thank and Greet in their native 
tongues. The respondents were also asked to discuss reasons for their choice of 
expressions. We alerted the interviewees that we accept expressions used in 
both spoken language and other modes of interaction such as phone calls. As an 
outcome of the interview results, we decided to focus on the following pairs of 
most frequently mentioned expressions:
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Thank

 1. Thank you (English)
Xiexie[ni] 谢谢[你[ (Chinese)

 2. Thank you very much (English)
Feichang ganxie[ni] 非常感谢[你] (Chinese)

Greet

 1. Hello/Hallo (English)
Wei 喂 (Chinese)

 2. Good morning/afternoon/evening (English)
Ni hao 你好 (Chinese)

This earlier work has shown that the relationship between expressions and speech 
acts should be approached through the following binary and non-binary pairs of 
analytic categories:

 1. Default speech act-indicating use of expressions versus transformed speech 
act-indicating use of expressions (binary pair). This pair implies that certain 
expressions such as Thank you can either indicate the speech act Thank it is 
normally associated with, or indicate an entirely different speech act such as 
Complain.

 2. Default speech act-indicating use of expressions versus non-speech act-
anchored use of expressions (binary pair). This pair implies that certain 
expressions such as Hello in English and Wei in Chinese can either be 
used to indicate the speech act they are normally associated with – in this 
case Greet – or lose this function entirely and be used in non-speech act-
anchored ways, such as an attention-getting Alerter.

 3. Default speech act-indicating use of expressions plus modified speech act-
indicating use of expressions (non-binary pair). This pair implies that a given 
expression may indicate various speech acts simultaneously. For example, 
both Thank you and Xiexie can mutually indicate the speech acts Thank and 
Leave-Take.

The transformed, non-speech act-anchored and modified speech act-indicating 
uses all represent parts of a broader category which we define here as ‘altered 
speech act indication’. A key implication of the system presented here for learners 
of English is the following: Chinese and English expressions have different altered 
speech act-indicating capacities. The first binary pair of ‘default versus transformed’ 
functions can typically be found in English but definitely not in Chinese: the 
Chinese Thank expressions are invariably used to indicate the speech act Thank; 
that is, they do not permit transformed uses such as Complain. Regarding the 
second binary pair of ‘speech act-anchored use of expressions versus non-speech 
act-anchored use of expressions’, the previous study of Greet expressions has 
revealed that there is no major difference between such English and Chinese 
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expressions. That is, both English and Chinese Greet expressions tend to be used 
in both speech act-anchored and non-speech act-anchored ways (e.g. as Alerters). 
As to the third non-binary pair of ‘default speech act-indicating use of expressions 
plus modified speech act-indicating use of expressions’, both English and Chinese 
expressions of Thank can simultaneously indicate the default speech act Thank 
and the speech act Leave-Take.

Our procedure

Our current procedure is based on a task sheet distributed to ten Chinese 
learners of English, which was followed up by interviews with these learners. 
All the respondents were advanced undergraduate students with an English 
major. The interviewees were provided with a set of utterances in which the 
Thank and Greet expressions investigated were deployed in various functions, 
involving both normal and altered speech act-indicating uses. All the examples 
were drawn from the British National Corpus. We did not reveal information 
to our respondents about the various normal and altered speech act-indicating 
functions of the expressions featured in the examples given in the sheet, and 
simply requested them to translate all the English examples to Chinese as their 
main task. In the current chapter, we only feature English transcripts from the 
interviews (originally in Chinese)

Our task sheet consisted of the following utterances:

Examples of ‘Thank you’: According to our previous research, ‘Thank you’ fulfils 
three different functions including a) the normal speech act-indicating use, b) the 
transformed use, and c) the modified use of simultaneously indicating the speech acts 
of Thank and Leave-Take. Accordingly, we presented the following items in the task 
sheet:

(5)

Thank you for your support, do come again.

[This example represents a normal speech act-indicating use of the expression 
Thank you, indicating the speech act Thank.]

(6)

Dear Professor, Thank you for your curt note.

[This example represents a transformed speech act-indicating use of the 
expressions Thank you, indicating the speech act Complain.]

(7)

Well, I’m afraid we won’t be needing you, lovey, thank you. (looks at clipboard) 
Could we have the next candidate, please?
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[This example represents a modified speech act-indicating use of the expression 
Thank you: here Thank you simultaneously indicating the speech acts of Thank 
and Leave-Take.]

Examples of ‘Thank you very much’: According to our previous research ‘Thank 
you very much’ fulfils three different functions including a) the normal speech 
act-indicating use, b) the transformed speech act-indicating function, indicating a 
Complain, and c) the modified use of the simultaneous indication of the speech acts 
of Thank and Leave-Take:

(8)

Thank you very much for sending us the samples of prints from the English In 
Focus video taken from the Sony UP 5000 video printer.

[This example represents a normal speech act-indicating use of the expression

Thank you very much, indicating the speech act Thank.]

(9)

That’ll be quite enough of that, thank you very much.

[This example represents a transformed speech act-indicating use of the 
expression Thank you very much, realizing the speech act Complain.]

(10)

I’ve nothing further to add, thank you very much.

[This example represents a modified speech act-indicating use of the expression 
Thank you very much, simultaneously indicating the speech acts Thank and 
Leave-Take.]

Examples of ‘Hello’: The expression ‘Hello’ (and its variant ‘Hallo’) can either indicate 
the speech act Greet or operate as an attention-getting Alerter. In this latter function 
‘Hello’ loses its function as an indicator of Greet.

(11)

Hello, Dr Streeter, how was your holiday?

[This example represents a normal speech act-indicating use of the expression 
Hello, indicating the speech act Greet.]

(12)

You are facing up to yourself in a very moving and powerful way – hello?

[This example represents the use of Hello as an Alerter. Here the speaker alerts 
the other, basically drawing attention to the fact that he is now talking.]
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(13)

Oh, I wish – hello, what’s that?

[This example represents the use of Hello as an Alerter. We included both 
example (12) and (13) in our task sheet because while hello in example (12) is 
other-directed, in example (13) it is self-directed.]

(14)

Good Morning. You’re listening to Dial David Johnston on Max A M.

[This example represents the use of the expression Good morning, functioning as 
a Greet. As opposed to hello, the more formal cluster of Greet expressions Good 
morning/afternoon/evening can only be used in its normal function as a Greet 
according to our previous research, that is, these expressions never afford altered 
speech act indication as far as our corpus research was concerned. Because of 
this lack of altered speech act-indicating capacity, we only included the previous 
example featuring this expression in our task sheet.]

Along with the task sheets, our data consists of personal interviews conducted 
with the respondents of the task sheets about their translations, reflecting their 
comprehension of instances of altered speech act indication.

Results

The results of our research showed that the default speech act-indicating use of the 
expressions under investigation triggered minimal to no difficulties for students: 
the appropriacy rate of responses to examples (5), (8), (11) and (14) featuring such 
uses ranges between 90 per cent and 100 per cent. There is a much larger variation 
between examples featuring altered speech act indication, and here it is worth 
considering the following quantitative results:

 ● There is a very low appropriacy rate for (6) and (9): on average the 
appropriacy rate was only 15 per cent. These examples feature Thank 
expressions that fulfil the transformed function of indicating the speech 
act Complain. The respondents’ failure to detect this transformed function 
accords with the fact that comparable Chinese expressions usually do not 
afford such transformed functions according to our previous research.

 ● (7) and (10) feature modified uses of Thank you and Thank you very much, 
simultaneously indicating the speech acts of Thank and Leave-Take. While the 
Chinese equivalents of these expressions (Xiexie [ni] and Feichang ganxie [ni]) 
can also fulfil this modified function, the appropriacy rate is nevertheless low: 
the students only captured the situated meaning of these expressions in 55 per 
cent of the cases on average.

 ● (12) and (13) include non-speech act-anchored uses of the expression hello. 
The students’ evaluations of this expression had a relatively high appropriacy 
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rate of 70 per cent. Here, along with examining responses in the task sheet, we 
also investigated a particular issue regarding the translations the respondents 
provided: many students revealed metapragmatic awareness of the non-speech 
act-anchored use of the expression hello, by translating it in diverse ways, such 
as using Wei and Hai 嗨 instead of the more formal expression Ni hao.

Transformed speech act-indicating uses of the expressions Thank you and Thank 
you very much

As our research results showed, it is the transformed speech act-indicating use that 
posed the most difficult problem for the respondents. In the task sheet, we factored 
in the sociocultural variable of ‘+/– authority’: example (6) features an utterance 
in which a professor is involved, while in (9) there is no such an authority figure. 
One could hypothesize that inappropriate student evaluations of thank you in (6) 
may have resulted from pragmatic transfer, considering that in East Asian cultures 
such as the Chinese talking to teachers who are generally figures of authority often 
triggers the use of honorifics and other forms of respect, as Ide (1989) has famously 
pointed out. However, interestingly, the response rate for example (9) in which the 
authority variable is missing had in fact an even lower appropriate response rate 
than (6). This shows that it is essentially the transformed speech act-indicating use 
itself – that is the use of Thank expressions as indicators of the speech act Complain 
and the related ironic meaning – which is rather ‘alien’ to the Chinese respondents.

In the following we present again the original examples in the task sheet, to 
facilitate easy reading, and then provide selected examples of appropriate and 
inappropriate student responses:

Example (6)
Dear Professor, Thank you for your curt note.

Inappropriate responses:

(Student 1)
This expression indicates thanking. Here it must show that the teacher had 
commented on the student’s homework, so the student expresses his thank you 
to the teacher.

Student 1 clearly misinterpreted Thank you in example (6) as a ‘proper’ Thank 
expression.

(Student 3)
Here [Thank you] is an honorific expression and the speaker is only being polite 
because here the person addressed is a teacher who is the student’s superior.

A noteworthy feature of Student 3’s response is that she – unlike Student 1 and 
many other students – provides a metapragmatic definition for Thank you. Despite 
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this technical description, the student’s evaluation turned out to be equally 
inappropriate as that of Student 1.

Appropriate responses:
Only two students evaluated the example appropriately, and in the following we 
include excerpts from their comments made during the follow-up interviews:

(Student 4)
I feel one needs to consider the semantics of ‘curt note’, which describes here 
an overtly simplistic feedback, so it has a somewhat ironic meaning. Because 
normally a professor’s feedback is expected to be sufficiently detailed, arguing 
that it is ‘curt’ reveals that the expression does not realize a thank you.

Student 4 properly captured the transformed use of Thank you by arguing that it 
does not have a genuine Thank function in the utterance.

(Student 9)
Because here ‘curt note’ occurred, so I think that the utterance here is bantering 
and does not express any thanking.

Again, Student 9 clearly recognized the transformed use of Thank you through its 
pragmatic effect. Note that while practically all respondents translated curt note 
in the example appropriately, it was only Students 4 and 9 who could properly 
interpret the irony of thank you stemming from curt note.

Example (9)
That’ll be quite enough of that, thank you very much.

Inappropriate responses:

(Student 3)
When someone gives you something, you must say thanks to express your 
gratitude for this person’s goodwill.

This is a straightforward misunderstanding of the use of the expression Thank you 
very much.

(Student 7)
This excerpt may be from a restaurant. When a waiter pours you some wine, you 
may say, ‘That’ll be quite enough of that.’ I think the utterance is an order and 
Thank you here is a politeness expression, softening the tone.

Although this student provided a detailed hypothetical scenario of the contextual use 
of Thank you very much, his interpretation is equally inappropriate as that of Student 
3 as he failed to recognize the transformed use of Thank you very much in this example.
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Appropriate response:
Since there was only one appropriate evaluation in our data, in the following we 
present an excerpt from the follow-up interview conducted with Student 9:

(Student 9)
I feel that the speaker here is irritated and maybe he wants the other to stop 
talking, so the expression fulfils an ironic function.

Modified speech act-indicating uses of the expressions Thank you and Thank you 
very much, simultaneously involving the speech acts of Thank and Leave-Take

The general accuracy rate of evaluations of modified speech act indicating uses of 
Thank you and Thank you very much, featured in examples (7) and (10), was much 
higher than that of the transformed use, averaging 55 per cent. Yet, since Chinese 
Thank expressions also afford such modified uses, the inappropriacy rate of 55 per 
cent is remarkable. We assume that such errors are teaching-induced: altered 
speech act indication is rarely featured in standard Chinese textbooks of English.

In the following we present a single inappropriate and another appropriate 
interview interpretation of each example in the task sheet.

Example (7)
Well, I’m afraid we won’t be needing you, lovey, thank you. (looks at clipboard) 
Could we have the next candidate, please?

Inappropriate response:

(Student 10)
Here a job interviewer isn’t satisfied with the interviewee’s performance, so he 
uses this expression to euphemistically reject the interviewee. It’s a politeness 
expression. I think nowadays thank you doesn’t represent a sincere thank you 
and people who utter it only use it to sound polite in a casual way. . . . No matter 
whether we talk about China or abroad, people always use euphemisms like this. 
It’s a typical set phrase, being part of social etiquette.

Despite her detailed explanation, the student seems to have misunderstood the 
meaning of Thank you as an expression of finality. It is exactly this finality that 
precludes the use of Thank you as a ‘casual’ politeness expression here.

Appropriate response:

(Student 2)
In this scenario, the interviewer uses thanking to euphemistically tell the 
interviewee to leave because the interviewee fails to pass the interview. The 
sentence also means ‘thank you for participating in the interview but we won’t 
hire you’.
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Student 2’s evaluation and subsequent explanation in the interview is correct 
because she grasped the simultaneous realizations of the speech acts of Leave-
Take and Thank.

Example (10)
I’ve nothing further to add, thank you very much.
Inappropriate response:

(Student 8)
The speaker is just being polite. It’s polite to say thanks, so here we have a 
politeness expression.

Student 8 did not grasp the Leave-Take function of Thank you very much.

Appropriate response:

(Student 2)
For example, when we prepare our presentation for our English class, we may 
type Ganxie guankan ‘感谢观看’ (‘Thanks for your watching’) in Chinese, 
marking the end of the PPT. I think it is a type of politeness expression.

While Student 2 and Student 8 both argued that Thank you very much is a 
‘politeness expression’, it is only Student 2 who correctly recognized the symbiosis 
between Thank and Leave-Take in the pragmatic use of this expression.

Non-speech act-anchored uses of Hello
As our research results showed, the non-speech act-anchored uses of the expression 
Hello – featured in examples (12) and (13) – had a high appropriacy rate, averaging 
70 per cent, which accords with the fact that Chinese conventionalized expressions 
of Greet also often fulfil an Alerting function. The fact that in example (12) Hello is 
other-directed and in example (13) it is self-directed does not appear to have caused 
any major discrepancy between the appropriacy of the responses. The following 
are excerpts from an inappropriate and an appropriate interview feedback:

Example (13)
Oh, I wish – hello, what’s that?

Inappropriate response:

(Student 6)
Judging from the utterance ‘what’s that?’, I feel that ‘hello’ here has a tentative 
meaning. For example, when you go somewhere unknown, you may say ‘hello’ 
to make a tentative greet, in order to solicit a reply.

The student here misinterpreted the Alerting use of the expression Hello as a Greet. 
This is likely to be a teaching-induced error.



 9. Approaching English Teaching in the Global Classroom  197

Appropriate response:

(Student 4)
The speaker here said ‘Oh, I wish’ and then something suddenly interrupted his 
train of thought, so he utters ‘Hello’ to change the topic and attract the listener’s 
attention.

While Student 4’s interpretation that there is a topic change here may be inappropriate, 
she correctly recognized that the expression Hello has an attention-getting function.

Conclusion

In this chapter, we have discussed an issue relevant for both language learning 
and intercultural communication in global classrooms, that is, the relationship 
between conventionalized expressions and the speech acts associated with them. 
We proposed the concept of RFIEs and provided methodologies through which 
students’ awareness of, and competence in, the appropriate use of RFIEs can be 
teased out. We introduced two interrelated methodologies through which one can 
identify reasons for pragmatic failures in the use of English RFIEs. The first of 
these procedures involves the study of ‘speech act-anchor’, that is, the investigation 
of the question whether there is a weak or strong relationship between a certain 
formulaic expression and a speech act associated with it. The second procedure 
involved the types of relationships, rather than relational strength, between an 
expression and certain speech acts.

The research we presented here is part of an evolving project (see a full version 
in Edmondson et al. 2023), and our primary goal has been to report on findings 
and related methodologies which are relevant to teaching English as a foreign 
language in the global classroom. An important future task will be to implement 
such research in actual pedagogic materials. Another more task for future research 
is to replicate these methodologies by studying other expressions associated with a 
larger variety of speech act categories.
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hapter C 10

SHIFTING THE EVALUATIVE LENS IN LANGUAGE 
AND INTERCULTURAL EDUCATION

Troy McConachy

Introduction

Within the field of language education and in intercultural education more broadly, 
there has been much interest in developing awareness of cross-linguistic differences 
in communicative norms and learners’ ability to consider the consequences of such 
differences for intercultural relations (e.g. Dervin and Liddicoat 2013). In language 
education, such phenomena typically fall within the purview of pragmatics 
teaching, where learners are often encouraged to identify and compare the 
linguistic realization patterns and contextual norms for common speech acts, such 
as requests, apologies, compliments, in the target language and other languages 
(Koutlaki and Eslami 2018; McConachy and Spencer-Oatey 2020). Historically, 
cross-linguistic awareness of pragmatic differences has been considered useful 
for helping learners avoid unintentionally transferring pragmatic strategies from 
previously acquired languages, which could potentially lead to ‘inappropriate’ 
language use that offends native speakers of the target language. In this sense, 
as McConachy and Liddicoat (2022) have argued, rationales for developing 
pragmatic awareness are often closely associated with a ‘discourse of risk’ – the 
risk that learners will be subject to negative evaluation by native speakers due to 
deviating from their norms. This perpetual positioning as ‘the evaluated’ brings 
about problematic power relationships and is ultimately counterproductive to 
developing agentive L2 learners/users and reflective intercultural communicators 
(see also Lefringhausen, this volume).

Meanwhile, in other areas of intercultural education such as intercultural 
training, resources such as culture capsules, culture clusters and critical incidents 
are often used to provide information about cultural norms and engage learners 
in cross-cultural reflection and comparison (though there tends to be less 
attention to language). Critical incidents, in particular, enjoy much popularity 
among intercultural trainers and also frequently appear in language education 
materials designed for raising intercultural awareness (McConachy 2018a). These 
typically take the form of descriptions of communicative scenarios in which 
misunderstandings or rapport-related issues are assumed to have surfaced due 
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to cultural differences in behavioural norms and/or values between participants 
(Fowler and Yamaguchi 2020). As discussed by Reissner-Roubicek (this volume), 
learners are frequently expected to engage with critical incidents by reflecting on 
the ‘causes’ of misunderstandings and other ‘intercultural problems’, often with 
reference to taxonomies of cultural difference drawn from the work of intercultural 
communication scholars, such as high context/low context (Hall 1976) and 
individualism/collectivism (Triandis 1988; Hofstede 2001). One issue here is that 
a predominant pedagogical focus on identifying and explaining the potential 
‘causes’ of problems can feed into and reconstruct a deficit view of intercultural 
communication as inherently fraught with increased risk of negative relational 
outcomes. Thus, similar to pragmatics teaching, the threat of misunderstanding or 
relational breakdown is a main pedagogical driver.

This chapter takes as its starting point the idea that language and intercultural 
education can benefit from a stronger emphasis on learners’ own subjective 
evaluations of (linguistic) behaviours. This means moving away from the idea 
that misunderstandings will inevitably occur unless people follow narrowly 
conceived communicative norms. It also means moving away from the view that 
other people ‘cause’ us to have particular reactions and instead requires learners to 
zoom in on the nature of their reactions to others so that these can be mindfully 
explored, particularly those emotional reactions that are likely to lead to negative 
interpersonal evaluations or stereotyping of whole groups. As critical intercultural 
scholars have highlighted, culture is frequently used as a sweeping excuse to cover 
up for individual failures or other kinds of systemic forms of discrimination 
(Dervin and Jacobssen 2021; Holmes this volume; Piller 2011). Therefore, there is 
a strong impetus for helping learners reflexively engage with their own emotional 
and cognitive reactions when confronted with behaviour that contravenes 
their contextual expectations or more fundamental assumptions about social 
relationships.

The chapter first presents an overview of recent perspectives on interpersonal 
evaluation that combine insights from linguistics and psychology, drawing in 
particular on the work of Helen Spencer-Oatey and collaborators. It discusses the 
cognitive and emotional bases of interpersonal evaluation and then proposes how 
these could be addressed in pragmatics teaching and intercultural education more 
generally.

Overview of language and interpersonal evaluation

At a fundamental level, interpersonal evaluation relates to the evaluation of 
behaviours and people in positive or negative terms (Kádár and Haugh 2013). 
Within the field of pragmatics, interest in interpersonal evaluation has increased 
over the last five to ten years, particularly in the context of research that aims 
to understand the bases upon which individuals evaluate linguistic actions as 
(im)polite (e.g. Culpeper 2011; Davies 2018; Holmes 2018; Kádár and Haugh 
2013; Sinkeviciute 2018; Spencer-Oatey and Wang 2019). Much of this work is 
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inspired by the discursive turn in politeness research which places emphasis on 
how interactional participants themselves perceive and negotiate understandings 
of politeness. It is now widely acknowledged that although all languages have 
linguistic items (i.e. words, phrases, interactional routines) that are conventionally 
perceived to be inherently more polite than others, actual interpretations of (im)
politeness in real-world interaction are highly dependent on how participants 
perceive and negotiate the norms of particular situational contexts, as well as their 
relationship with the interlocutor and other sociocultural variables such as age, 
gender and interactional history (Spencer-Oatey 2010). Thus, the perception that 
a particular (linguistic) behaviour is (im)polite is an evaluative judgement that is 
developed (often unconsciously) in context based on individuals’ perceptions of 
the context and the intersubjective negotiation of meaning (Spencer-Oatey and 
Kádár 2016).

It is important to note here that the appraisal of behaviour as ‘polite/impolite’ 
is but one of the many evaluations of (linguistic) behaviour that individuals carry 
out on a daily basis. In fact, researchers have noted that the appraisal of our own 
and others’ communicative behaviours in terms of morally valenced categories 
such as (im)polite, (in)appropriate, (in)sincere permeates social life (Kádár and 
Haugh 2013; Kádár 2020) and also plays an important role in learning how to 
communicate in other languages (McConachy 2018). The idea of ‘morally valenced’ 
here relates to the fact that evaluations are often articulated in linguistic terms that 
connote morally preferred or dispreferred states. For example, the evaluation of 
a behaviour (or even more a person) as ‘polite’ assigns a status to that behaviour 
that others from the same speech community or wider culture would recognize as 
positive in moral terms. As Turner and Stets (2006) explain, ‘morality ultimately 
revolves around evaluative codes that specify what is right or wrong, good or bad, 
acceptable or unacceptable’ (p. 544). In this sense, the deployment of adjectives 
such as ‘polite’, ‘sincere’, ‘modest’ helps signal the moral status of behaviours 
relative to established cultural codes. But on what basis do individuals make such 
attributions?

Turner and Stets (2006: 545) argue that moral content is embodied in cultural 
codes at different scales from the micro to the macro, including situational norms 
(‘expectations guiding episodes of action or interaction’), corporate unit norms 
(‘more specific expectations for how individuals occupying different positions 
within a division of labour are supposed to behave’), institutional norms 
(‘general expectations of how individuals occupying positions within particular 
institutional domains are supposed to behave’), ideologies (‘more specific 
conceptions of what is good–bad, right–wrong and proper–improper within an 
institutional domain’) and values (‘abstract and context-free conceptions of good–
bad, right–wrong and proper–improper that members of a society are likely to 
hold’). In this sense, they regard values as containing the most moral content. 
They also suggest that they ‘direct virtually all actions and self-evaluations of 
persons’ (p. 545). This resonates with work in the pragmatics literature that has 
aimed to connect situational norms of language use with broader normative 
frameworks.
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In the pragmatics literature, attempts to pin down the bases upon which 
individuals evaluate behaviour have increasingly invoked the notion of ‘the 
moral order’. This is a fairly encompassing term that refers to the architecture 
of concepts/schemas, norms and values/ideologies that establish behavioural 
expectations and are thus invoked by individuals when needing to ground their 
evaluations of behaviour, particularly in the case of perceived norm violations (see 
Garcés-Conejos Blitvich and Kádár 2021). Beyond the evaluation of behaviours 
in terms of morally laden adjectives, research has shown that when individuals 
are asked to justify their positive or negative evaluations of behaviour, they will 
frequently draw on further notions with moral overtones, such as ‘dignity’, ‘care’, 
‘respect’, ‘fairness’ (see, e.g., Davies 2018; Kádár 2020; Sharifian and Tayebi 2017). 
Such notions are cited as things that people should value, and thus behaviour 
which contravenes them will be evaluated negatively. For example, Kádár’s 
(2020) analysis of reactions to seemingly humiliating employment termination 
notifications demonstrated the widely held expectation that terminations be 
carried out in a way that preserves the ‘dignity’ of the person being fired. He 
showed that ‘dignity’ is firmly embedded not only in corporate HR frameworks 
and procedures but also in the perceptions of employees and the wider public. 
As such, the expectation that staff be treated with ‘dignity’ constitutes a norm 
in relation to which individuals evaluate the appropriateness of employee 
performance evaluations and terminations. Considering a different language, 
Sharifian (2017) argues that the evaluation of compliments and compliment 
responses in Persian is mediated by the cultural schema of Shekasteh-nafsi 
(modesty). He suggests that the receipt of a compliment normally requires the 
enactment of Shekasteh-nafsi via two main pragmatic strategies: (1) reassign the 
compliment to the complimenter or (2) reassign the compliment to God. Thus, 
here, pragmatic norms help actualize an underlying cultural schema, which is 
essentially functioning as a value.

In the context of pragmatics teaching, there has been some work which has 
argued for the need to develop learners’ awareness of the normative basis of 
interpersonal evaluations, particularly with the goal of developing intercultural 
understanding (see Chang and Haugh 2017; McConachy and Spencer-Oatey 2020; 
chapters in McConachy and Liddicoat 2022). For example, McConachy’s (2018b) 
notion of ‘intercultural perspective on language use’ places particular emphasis 
on a learner’s ‘capacity for paying close attention to how language is used in 
context, reflecting on the construction of meaning from multiple (and conflicting) 
perspectives, and developing insight into the impact of cultural assumptions and 
frames of understanding on communication’ (p. 7). It is argued that as learners 
develop the ability to reflect on their own and other’s contextual expectations, they 
will become more attuned to the ways that language use can trigger evaluations 
of people. This work has particular resonance with (and indeed derives insights 
from) Helen Spencer-Oatey’s research on interpersonal evaluation in the context 
of intercultural relations, which is now coming to theorize the evaluation process 
from a distinct interdisciplinary perspective. Work on pragmatics teaching is 
yet to theorize the evaluation process, and thus it is useful to turn to a recent 
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modelling of this process that can inform the teaching of pragmatics and practice 
of intercultural education.

Spencer-Oatey and Kádár’s (2021) evaluation model

Building on Spencer-Oatey’s rapport management theory and interdisciplinary 
insights from pragmatics, social psychology and moral psychology, Spencer-
Oatey and Kádár (2021) have recently put forward a model that suggests how 
evaluations of behaviour come to impact on rapport (see also Spencer-Oatey and 
Wang 2019, Spencer-Oatey and Xing 2019). As outlined in Holmes’s and Wang’s 
respective chapters in this volume, rapport management theory places distinctive 
emphasis on how individuals interpret and evaluate communication and how 
potential divergences in subjective perceptions can impact on rapport. The 
theory posits three bases of rapport: face, sociality rights and interactional goals, 
and suggests that rapport can be threatened when individuals or groups diverge 
with respect to these three bases. In essence, the theory identifies the areas which 
lead to interpersonal sensitivity and positive or negative evaluations of others. 
Spencer-Oatey and Kádár’s (2021) evaluation expands rapport management 
theory primarily through its theorization of the socio-moral order underpinning 
evaluations of behaviour and its modelling of the evaluation process. Both of these 
elements will be explained further.

The model starts with behaviour in context, which recognizes that the evaluation 
of behaviour is inevitably shaped by the context in which it occurs. The model 
recognizes that individuals tend to come with schematic-type knowledge that 
helps them recognize the nature of communicative situations, the likely unfolding 
of communicative events and moves within these situations, and the rights and 
obligations that might pertain to personal or professional roles in a given context. 
While it cannot be said that individuals from the same cultural background will 
possess identical schematic knowledge, ways of reading context or expectations 
about what should happen, the model assumes that individuals will have been 
influenced by their particular trajectory of cultural socialization.

The second element of the model is the acceptability threshold, which the authors 
regard as the point beyond which behaviours will be ‘noticed’ due to diverging in 
some way from expectations. Whereas behaviour that deviates from expectations in 
a minor way might be ignored, the authors suggest that more significant deviations 
would then be likely to give rise to evaluations. For example, behaviour might be 
noticed and then evaluated in the mind as ‘impolite’. Behaviours occurring within 
what the authors refer to as a ‘normalcy zone’ would be likely to be ignored and 
those falling outside the zone would then be processed further.

This brings us to the third element – evaluation of behaviour and agent. 
Within the evaluation model, the authors are careful to emphasize that when 
evaluation is triggered, there is potential for both the behaviour itself and the 
individual performing the behaviour to be subject to evaluation. This tendency 
for evaluations of behaviour to be extended to evaluations of people and for this 
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to take the form of a snap judgement is well attested in the social psychology 
literature (see Hinton 2016).

The next element in the model is crucial, and it is in this area that there is 
significant theoretical expansion of the rapport management model. This element 
concerns the evaluation warrant, which refers to what underpins the evaluation of 
behaviour. The model posits that when individuals evaluate behaviour categorically, 
such as by interpreting it as ‘impolite’ in the mind, this is not an arbitrary reaction 
but is in fact informed by particular assumptions about relationships, the context in 
which communication occurs and the behaviour that is considered (un)desirable 
or normative. Thus, as mentioned earlier in this chapter, if individuals are asked to 
explain the grounds for perceiving a particular behaving as ‘impolite’, for example, 
they are likely to attempt to ground their explanation in notions of right behaviour 
that pertain to particular relationships or contextual expectations. In this sense, 
the evaluation warrant relates primarily to the ‘cognitively based criteria’ that 
underpin evaluations (Spencer-Oatey, personal communication).

The evaluation model specifies two broad evaluation warrants: interpersonal 
sensitivities and socio-moral warrants. The former notion relates to the constituents 
in Spencer-Oatey’s rapport management model: namely, face sensitivities, sociality 
rights and obligations, and interactional goals. Spencer-Oatey and Kádár’s notion 
of socio-moral warrant represents a distinctive take on the notion of ‘the moral 
order’ introduced earlier in that it aims to theorize a potential distinction between 
behavioural norms that are mostly based on convention (i.e. Culpeper’s (2011) 
‘social oughts’ or Cialdini’s (2012) ‘descriptive norms’) and those that are more 
deeply rooted in people’s sense of how things should be from a moral perspective 
(Culpeper’s (2011) ‘moral oughts’ and Cialdini’s (2012) ‘injunctive norms’). It is 
important to note here that the ‘socio-moral’ domain is intended as a continuum 
rather than a strict categorical distinction. Spencer-Oatey and Kádár (2021: 
165 and 167) explain as below:

Some behavioural conventions seem to be just a matter of convention – they 
are local protocols and simply facilitate social interaction through a shared 
understanding of group etiquette. There does not seem to be a strong moral 
underpinning to them. These are known as social rules. In contrast, moral 
rules seem to proscribe behaviour that is more wrong and more punishable, 
with the wrongness being more authority independent. . . . we propose that 
the foundation to the evaluation warrant is a continuum that stretches from a 
primarily social foundation to a primarily moral foundation.

The general distinction may become clear when faced with perceived violations of 
expected behaviours (i.e. when the acceptability threshold is crossed, in Spencer-
Oatey and Kádár’s terms), and it needs to be considered whether individuals are 
upset simply because a behaviour was unconventional or whether it violated a 
deeper sense of how things should be, according to norms, values or other 
communal conceptions of right behaviour. That is, it would be necessary to look 
at the evaluation warrant articulated by individuals to assess whether behaviour is 
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being evaluated in morally laden terms and what normative notions are articulated 
in the process. For example, if a teacher receives an email from a student asking for 
an assignment grade to be raised, the teacher might argue that ‘students shouldn’t 
try to negotiate their grades because it shows disrespect to the teacher’. Such a 
formulation appears to be based on specific conceptions of teacher and student 
roles, notions of hierarchy and expectations relating to the attitudes expected to be 
displayed in the context of this hierarchy.

The final element in the model is evaluation of behaviour and agent. What 
this signifies is that individuals may come to a final judgement of behaviour 
and the individual performing the behaviour following consideration of the 
evaluation warrant, which could be positive or negative. In the model, it is 
this judgement which is considered to have a potentially significant impact on 
rapport, as individuals themselves might then be categorized as socially or morally 
problematic, depending on whether they’ve violated a descriptive or injunctive 
norm. Drawing on Malle et al.’s (2014) theory of blame, Spencer-Oatey and Kádár 
(2021) also suggest that the perception of intentionality plays an important role in 
whether individuals are blamed for their actions or not. If individuals are perceived 
to unintentionally cause offence or committed other norm violations, it is thought 
that it is less likely that they will be evaluated.

The role of emotion in evaluation

As outlined earlier, Spencer-Oatey and Kádár (2021) place significant emphasis 
on the evaluation warrant within their evaluation model, which relates to the 
articulated basis upon which individuals carry out evaluative (moral) reasoning. 
They acknowledge, however, that evaluations of behaviours that cross the 
normalcy threshold tend to arise very quickly, often in the form of immediate 
emotional reactions rather than rational thinking. This insight derives from 
Haidt’s (2012) social intuitionist model of moral judgement which suggests 
that rational processes of reasoning tend to be motivated by the need to justify 
one’s own intuitive, emotional reactions. Graham et al. (2018) suggest that 
moral judgements are ‘associative, automatic, relatively effortless, and rapid’ (p. 
212). This is in line with Kahneman (2011) who also emphasizes a distinction 
between intuitive, automatic forms of cognition (System 1) and more conscious, 
rational forms of cognition (System 2). In essence, emotions arise together with 
physiological reactions to provide a ‘felt sense’ that helps satisfy the human need 
for instant evaluation of relevant events or circumstances, particularly those that 
could be threatening (Myers 2004). Thus, when individuals initially experience 
another’s behaviour as improper/wrong/inappropriate, it may take the form of a 
general aversive reaction and intuitive ‘sense’ rather than a rational judgement. 
According to Haidt’s theory, the rational mind then tends to engage in reasoning 
that is supportive of the evaluative impulses that have been generated internally. 
Therefore, the evaluation warrant in Spencer-Oatey and Kádár’s (2021) model is 
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likely to be engaged following emotional reactions that guide the evaluation of 
situations and people.

When it comes to the evaluation of behaviour in moral terms, an important 
role is thought to be played by a particular sub-class of emotions called ‘moral 
emotions’. Moral emotions are thought to help individuals internalize a sense 
of the community’s moral norms and standards and discern the moral status 
of behaviour accordingly (i.e. whether it is generally acceptable or not) (Haidt 
2003). In this sense, the assessment of right behaviour is aided by emotion rather 
than being completely reliant on rational processing. Haidt (2003) groups moral 
emotions into four main types as below.

 ● Self-conscious emotions: Negative feelings about the self that arise due to 
violating moral standards (e.g. shame, embarrassment, guilt).

 ● Other-condemning emotions: Negative feelings in relation to others who 
violate moral standards (e.g. contempt, anger, disgust).

 ● Other-suffering emotions: Feelings that occur when a person/victim is in a 
situation which violates moral standards (sympathy).

 ● Other-praising emotions: Positive feelings experienced when another person 
appears to enact or uphold moral standards (e.g. gratitude, elevation).

Turner and Stets (2006) argue that moral emotions have a hard-wired basis which 
has evolved with the seemingly universal human expectation for reciprocity 
in relationships. They suggest that these emotions are ‘not only the product of 
socialization into a moral culture; they also represent elaboration of hard-wired 
propensities of humans for reciprocity, justice, shame, and guilt’ (p. 547). This 
contrasts with constructionist theories of emotion which place much more 
emphasis on cultural conditioning and the situatedness of emotional arousal 
(e.g. Feldman Barrett 2017). Although there is currently little consensus on these 
matters, cultural socialization is likely to play a significant role in how individuals 
perceive the situations and actions that trigger arousal of moral emotions and also 
how individuals make sense of these emotions (Haidt 2003).

The nature of other-condemning emotions

For the purpose of this chapter, I will focus on the category of ‘other-condemning 
emotions’ as these are the ones which are most likely to lead to the negative 
evaluation of different linguistic and cultural behaviour and can become a 
meaningful point of focus in language and intercultural education. Specifically, I 
will consider the role of contempt, anger and disgust.

In attempting to understand the nature of moral emotions, Haidt (2003) 
suggests that it is useful to look at them in terms of their ‘elicitors’ and ‘action 
tendencies’. The former is what appears to trigger an emotion, and the latter relates 
to the kind of action that occurs in response. He explains that ‘[e]motions generally 
motivate some sort of action as a response to an eliciting event. The action is often 
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not taken, but the emotion puts the person into a motivational and cognitive state 
in which there is increased tendency to engage in certain goal-related actions (e.g., 
revenge, affiliation, comforting, etc)’ (p. 854).

In terms of elicitors, Rozin et al. (1999) associate other-condemning emotions 
with violations of Shweder et al.’s (1997) moral codes of community, autonomy 
and divinity. They suggest that contempt relates to violation of the moral code of 
community, which includes respecting hierarchy, deference to authority figures, 
loyalty to group members and honouring the community. Meanwhile, anger is 
associated with violation of the moral code of autonomy, which includes respect 
for individuals’ rights, freedoms and choices. They explain that anger is likely 
to occur when actions are perceived to unjustly or unfairly infringe on these 
freedoms. They link disgust to the moral code of divinity, which relates to notions 
of purity and sacredness.

It is important to note that although anger is a common reaction to one’s own 
goals being blocked, it is also frequently aroused in relation to acts that are perceived 
to violate normative conduct, particularly when actions that occur in relation 
to self or others are perceived to contain malevolence or unjustified negative 
outcomes for others (Turner and Stets 2006). Spencer-Oatey (forthcoming) has 
also noted that annoyance/anger can arise from expectancy breaches in relation 
to face sensitivities, beliefs about sociality rights and obligations, and interactional 
goals. When anger is strongly aroused, it can generate ‘a motivation to attack, 
humiliate, or otherwise get back at the person who is perceived as acting unfairly 
or immorally’ (Haidt 2003: 856).

Turning now to disgust, Chapman (2018) explains that although the disgust 
system was originally designed to alert humans to environmental threats such 
as disease, this emotion now tends to be activated in relation to actions which 
constitute harm, unfairness or disloyalty. It is a strong aversive reaction elicited 
by behaviour that violates important moral notions or standards. This is distinct 
from contempt, which Turner and Stets (2006) suggest is a relatively ‘cool’ emotion 
in that it entails a psychological distancing from the object of this emotion. Thus, 
contempt often involves the sense of looking down on another person due to their 
perceived moral deficiencies. In this sense, it is useful to note that disgust and 
contempt are different from anger in the sense that they tend to involve avoidance 
rather than approach motivation (Hutcherson and Gross 2011). Moreover, 
psychological distance can also lead to the other being negatively stereotyped 
(Hinton 2016).

From a pragmatics perspective, there are many aspects of language use that 
could elicit the other-condemning emotions of anger, disgust and contempt and 
in turn give rise to negative evaluations of behaviours and other people. These 
could be pragmatic behaviours that threaten interpersonal sensitivities such 
as face, sociality rights or interactional goals, or acts that threaten individuals’ 
deep assumptions relating to ‘equality’, ‘hierarchy’, ‘order’, ‘humility’ and other 
moralized notions. Some relevant examples would be forms of person reference 
which (unjustifiably) position one person as superior or inferior to another 
(e.g. personal pronouns, honorifics), lack of expected displays of humility (such 
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as through compliment responses or use of thanking forms), egregious forms 
of verbal aggression (e.g. harsh criticism), failure to demonstrate sincerity (e.g. 
through apology strategies or responses to invitations) (see, for example, Chang 
and Haugh 2011; Tayebi 2016).

One issue that deserves comment here is the role of culture in the evaluation 
process. It cannot be assumed that individuals from the same national background 
will necessarily make the same evaluations of behaviour. Naturally, the ways in 
which learners interpret and evaluate such linguistic behaviours in particular 
contexts will depend not only on the linguistic and cultural context in which the 
interaction takes place but also on learners’ own cultural assumptions, ideological 
beliefs, individual history and life experiences (McConachy 2018b). This is in line 
with Spencer-Oatey and Kádár’s (2021) notion of ‘cultural patterning’, which refers 
to the macro-level ideologies, values, norms and schemas from which individuals 
craft their own individual cognitive frameworks for interpreting and evaluating 
behaviours. Therefore, as will be discussed further, when attempting to explore 
evaluative reactions and moral emotions in pedagogical contexts, the aim is not 
to arrive at static conceptions concerning the norms and values of people from a 
particular cultural background. Rather, what is important is allowing individuals 
to become aware of their own internal reactions.

In the next section of the chapter, I consider how insights from the discussion 
of evaluation can inform reflection tasks used in pragmatics teaching and 
intercultural education. Specifically, I provide pedagogical suggestions for 
engaging with short scenarios which have the possibility (but not the guarantee) of 
eliciting other-condemning moral emotions such as anger, disgust and contempt. 
The pedagogical suggestions utilize components of Spencer-Oatey and Kádár’s 
evaluation model, and are premised on the idea that devoting attention to the role 
of emotion in interpersonal evaluation can help promote self-awareness and more 
mindful evaluations of others (McConachy and Spencer-Oatey 2020).

Applying the evaluation model in language and intercultural education

Given the insight that emotional reactions – and particularly moral emotions – 
play a significant role in the negative evaluation of behaviour and people, it is 
important that reflection on communicative scenarios in the classroom not be 
reduced to ‘analytical processes’ whereby learners attempt to justify their own 
initial reactions. In line with Haidt (2012), this is because the analytical mind 
may tend to divert attention away from immediate emotional experience. In 
short, if aversive reactions to (linguistic) behaviours that contravene contextual 
expectations are emotional in nature, then it is necessary to bring emotion into 
focus. I suggest that taking a mindfulness approach is useful here, as it allows for an 
initial non-judgemental noticing of emotions that can be useful for exploring the 
ways that emotions and thoughts interface. Feldman and Kuyken (2019) explain 
mindfulness as a process by which ‘[b]odily sensations, feelings, mental states, and 
present-moment experience are perceived and held in awareness where they can 
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be explored with attitudes of curiosity, patience, and kindness’ (pp. 12–13). Such 
an attitude towards emotional experience is important because it has the potential 
to slow down the processes by which the experience of a negative emotion might 
lead to immediate condemnation of another person and negative stereotyping 
(Hinton 2016).

In the following, I first present a number of example scenarios and then 
present a procedure for scaffolding both mindfulness of emotions and more 
analytically focused reflection. The examples here are just indicative of those 
that could be constructed relatively simply by language teachers or intercultural 
trainers in accordance with their needs. They are designed to tap into learners’ 
moral emotions and evaluative reasoning in relation to rights and obligations in 
interpersonal relationships and professional contexts.

Scenario A

A member of your office is congratulated by the section boss for achieving the 
best sales figures this year. Upon being congratulated, the individual comments, 
‘Thanks, I’m pretty sure I worked harder than anyone else this year.’

Scenario B

A student arrives late to class due to a train delay. Upon apologizing and explaining 
the circumstances to the teacher, the teacher says, ‘A train delay is not really a good 
excuse for lateness. You always need to leave your house early in case such things 
happen.’

Scenario C

You confide in a friend about struggling to regain your confidence after failing to 
obtain a qualification you had been working hard towards. You rarely show your 
vulnerability to others. Your friend says, ‘I wasn’t surprised to hear that you failed, 
to be honest. I think you are just aiming too high.’

Scenario D

You are enjoying some time with a friend at a café until your lunch arrives at your 
table clearly burnt. After trying to eat it anyway, you call out to a waiter and explain 
the situation. The waiter says, ‘Sorry about that, mate, the kitchen is really busy 
today. Hope you can enjoy it anyway.’

Scaffolding the reflection process

Drawing on Spencer-Oatey and Kádár’s (2021) theorization of elements involved 
in the evaluation of (linguistic) behaviour, it is possible to identify a number of key 



210 Negotiating Intercultural Relations 

processes that can be facilitated through reflection. The scenarios provide some 
degree of context based on which the evaluative processes can be scaffolded. In 
presenting the suggestions, it is assumed that the teacher would seek to engage 
students in reflection either individually or in a collaborative arrangement such 
as small-group work. In the former case, learners might be encouraged to write 
down their responses to the questions, whereas these could be discussed in the 
latter case. The questioning strategies themselves derive from my own published 
work on pragmatic awareness (e.g. McConachy 2009, 2018) and experiences 
with encouraging this kind of reflection with pre-service and in-service language 
teachers at the University of Warwick.

Identifying emotional reactions

Given the insight that emotional arousal tends to occur in advance of cognitive 
appraisal of a situation, the pedagogical sequence begins with the identification 
of emotional reactions. One difficulty here is that learners may not be attentive 
to emotional reactions unless guided to pay attention to them first. One way to 
achieve this is to let learners know even before the scenarios have been presented 
that they should aim to monitor their own first reactions upon reading a scenario, 
whether that turns out to be an emotion, a thought or a physiological reaction. 
Although the aim here is to promote awareness of emotional arousal, it would be 
unnatural to insist that thoughts are ignored completely. Questions such as the 
following could be used to scaffold initial exploration.

 1. What did you feel when you heard this scenario?
 2. What thoughts accompanied this feeling?
 3. When you heard/read the scenario, how long did it take you to have an 

emotional reaction to it?

It is likely that such questions would generate accounts of initial emotional 
reactions and judgements regarding the actions evident in a given scenario. It 
also helps learners notice the likely immediacy of emotional reactions, which 
might otherwise go unnoticed. The next stage involves attempting to take a more 
analytical view of the scenario from multiple perspectives.

Evaluating context and generating an evaluation warrant

Facilitating a more analytical view of a short scenario involves helping learners 
explicitly identify different elements of the context that have a bearing on the 
perceived ‘in/appropriateness’ of actions, such as the location of the interaction, 
speaker roles and identities, and the sequence of actions within the scenario (i.e. 
who said what and in what order). The following questions could be useful to 
facilitate evaluation of context.

 1. Where are the speakers and what are they doing in this interaction?
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 2. Do any of the speakers’ comments seem unexpected? How do you know?
 3. What thoughts and feelings do you think the people had in this situation? 

Why?

While the first three questions encourage learners to focus primarily on what is 
happening in the situation, the final three questions encourage them to take a 
personal stance on what has happened. They are encouraged to explicitly evaluate 
actions or attitudes and to consider what they themselves would do in this situation. 
Thus, there is a transition from mindful observation of one’s own reactions to 
more analytical and evaluative engagement. A final sequence of questioning might 
then encourage learners to explore the interface between their own immediate 
reactions and their evaluation of the scenarios.

 1. What adjectives would you use to describe the people in this situation? 
Why?

 2. What do you think about (character)’s reaction in this scenario? Do you 
think it is reasonable? Why? Why not? Where does this idea come from?

 3. How would you react in this situation? Why?

These questions encourage the explicit formulation of evaluations as expressed in 
adjectives and ask learners to generate an evaluation warrant. During this process, 
the expression of the evaluation warrant will reveal many of learners’ normative 
ideas concerning appropriate behaviour in context, and it is important for the 
teacher here to ask ‘why’ questions to probe the bases of evaluations and guide 
them to be articulated more fully. Important also here is that learners are prompted 
to consider the origin of their own ideas and assumptions, as it is here that they 
can recognize the role of their own cultural socialization and life experiences in 
shaping what they take for granted.

Coming to an evaluation

The final stage of the evaluation process as scaffolded here requires learners to 
arrive at an assessment of behaviour, taking into account all of the reflective work 
that has just been done. The most systematic way to do this would be to encourage 
learners to develop a written account considering their own initial emotional 
reactions, the contextual elements they considered when looking at the situation 
more analytically and what they ultimately think about the behaviours within the 
situation. They could be encouraged to recount the situation from the respective 
viewpoint of different characters in the situation, in order to further facilitate 
multi-perspectival evaluations.

In presenting these pedagogical suggestions that aim to help learners mindfully 
engage with their own emotional reactions and then analytically and reflectively 
engage with short scenarios, the assumption is not that the work should necessarily 
stop here. The sequence of steps does not include questions that ask students to 
think explicitly about pragmatic strategies across languages and cultures, but it 
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would be very meaningful to do this as an extension activity. The main aim is 
to help learners develop reflexive insight into the emotional and cognitive bases 
of their own reactions and thereby gradually shift away from the mindset that 
other’s behaviour ‘causes’ our reactions. Rather, our reactions are conditioned by 
assumptions about social relationships and contextual behaviour that have been 
shaped by our cultural environment, social affiliations and life experiences. This is 
an important insight that is equally applicable to interactions with those from the 
‘same’ culture and those from ‘different’ cultures.

Conclusion

As Spencer-Oatey (forthcoming) has noted, there is a need for much more work 
on the role of emotions in evaluative judgements, particularly those that pertain 
to linguistic behaviours. This is an issue not just for scholars and practitioners 
working in fields such as pragmatics or intercultural communication but also for 
those working in language education. Although work on pragmatics teaching is 
beginning to look at interpersonal evaluation within the context of teaching from 
an intercultural perspective, very little attention has been paid to the role of learners’ 
own emotional responses in learning (see Chang and Haugh 2017; McConachy 
2018 for exceptions). It is for this reason that this chapter has aimed to derive 
multidisciplinary insights from research on interpersonal evaluation that can be 
useful for language educators and those working in other spheres of intercultural 
education to help their learners mindfully engage with their own emotional and 
cognitive reactions to potentially unexpected interpersonal behaviour. Beyond the 
short scenarios provided for illustrative purposes in this chapter, there is much 
scope for educators to creatively utilize a range of audio-visual materials that 
provide an opportunity for learners to closely observe interpersonal behaviour in 
context and explore their own and other’s subjective evaluations. A key point here 
is that it is not necessary for scenarios to necessarily be ‘intercultural’ in order for 
reflection to be conducive to developing intercultural abilities. As argued earlier, 
what is important here is not that learners aim to understand a cultural norm 
per se but rather that they become attuned to how evaluative processes work and, 
importantly, how they themselves may be quick to judge others based on negative 
emotional reactions.
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HELEN SPENCER-OATEY AS INTERCULTURAL 
PIONEER, COLLABORATOR AND INSPIRATION

Vladimir Žegarac

The twenty-sixth of December 2015 was for me a Boxing Day like no other. In 
the early hours of the morning I received a message informing me that my two 
MA university course units would no longer be offered. The news was something 
of a shock. An important chapter of my professional life had come to an abrupt 
end. I had designed a module called The Communication Process some fifteen 
years earlier when Helen Spencer-Oatey was developing the MA Intercultural 
Communication (the first such programme of studies in the UK), and I had taken 
over Language and Intercultural Relations from Helen after she left the University 
of Bedfordshire (formerly, University of Luton).

While I was still mentally digesting the news I had just received, it dawned 
upon me that the collaboration Helen Spencer-Oatey and I had developed over 
the past twenty years had become a defining aspect of my professional identity. 
Soon after I joined the University of Bedfordshire in the mid-1990s, I realized 
that Helen was a colleague with remarkable leadership qualities. Perhaps the most 
striking among these was her natural ability to negotiate the balance between the 
conflicting pressures for efficiency and for creativity which permeate academics’ 
professional lives. She regularly developed original plans for teaching and research, 
which she had the drive, the energy, the resourcefulness and the determination to 
see through to completion.

Helen was always keen to work closely with her colleagues. I remembered 
being initially sceptical about the prospects of our collaboration. In a way, we were 
unlikely allies. While I was looking at human communication from the perspective 
of cognitive pragmatics, Helen’s work on rapport management theory was 
couched in terms of social pragmatics. The two approaches were seldom brought 
together, and I was somewhat surprised when she first asked me to contribute 
insights from relevance-theoretic pragmatics to some of the topics that would be 
covered in a book she was preparing for publication. Although we were looking at 
social interaction from different perspectives, we had soon found much common 
ground and we went on to co-author a number of articles and book chapters. I 
learnt a great deal from our joint work. In particular, Helen’s probing questions 
during our discussions of work in progress often led me to develop my ideas and 
to articulate them more clearly.

Negotiating Intercultural Relations Spencer-Oatey as Intercultural Pioneer, Collaborator
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For me, the experience of working with Helen was important, not only on a 
professional but also on a personal level. The way she went about getting things 
done made me more aware that it was possible to be open to new suggestions, 
views and criticisms without compromising one’s principles and values. Whenever 
we were working on a paper, Helen always made me feel free to take the lead, but 
she was also prepared to take the lead herself, and she would always do so without 
making me feel imposed upon. If I do not carry on collaborating with Helen in 
the future, it will be because I see my retirement as an opportunity to take a break 
from professional work. I know that for Helen Spencer-Oatey retirement will be 
an opportunity to carry on with the good work with great drive and success for 
years to come.



WORKING BEFORE BREAKFAST

A PERSONAL APPRECIATION OF HELEN SPENCER-
OATEY ON THE OCCASION OF HER ‘RETIREMENT’

Peter Franklin

‘It’s quite a problem for retired people, I do see. All of a sudden the evening starts 
starting after breakfast’, muses one of the characters in Kingsley Amis’s novel The 
Old Devils. This is a problem clearly foreign to Helen Spencer-Oatey, who for her 
retirement had something else in mind for after breakfast than the evening. Also 
not for her were the attractions of the academic conference circuit, the not-so-
burdensome visiting professorship in some not-yet-visited part of the world or the 
all-expenses-paid role on some advisory board.

No. Even before Helen had left most of university life behind her, she had created 
the outline of the book to write – with the help of Domna Lazidou and myself – 
in her not-so-restful retirement. It was to be a professional development book to 
support people engaged in interaction in culturally diverse and communicatively 
challenging contexts. A publisher was found and Helen kick-started the project 
by writing drafts of her chapters, practically before her co-authors had properly 
digested what chapters were to be theirs.

And then came the second project: Helen spearheaded the founding of an 
HR development and training consultancy, which aims to make the insights she 
generated and the tools she helped to create in her pre-retirement working life 
available to practitioners. It was to be different from training organizations with 
similar goals in that it emphasizes as a unique selling proposition its strong research 
base in intercultural interaction, a base that Helen herself had helped to build up 
as an academic. During the process of setting up the company and responding 
to initial client inquiries, Helen even found time to work on the creation of three 
diagnostic tools to capture the development needs of those working interculturally 
and internationally.

Helen’s record in groundbreaking research and development in the intercultural 
area is especially valuable, as the intercultural training and development scene has 
long been excessively influenced by unimaginative, one-size-fits-all approaches 
to developing people and organizations which often ignore interpersonal and 
contextual influences. The significance and complexity of managing relations 
across cultures – the subtitle of her recently published and co-authored book – 
and in particular Helen’s rapport management theory – will thus find their rightful 
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place in the range of content and tools available to organizations seeking to develop 
their people to handle the complexity of interaction in the increasingly frequent 
conditions of diversity in organizations of all kinds.

In these various post-retirement undertakings, in all of which I also find myself 
involved, I have come to know and appreciate again the Helen Spencer-Oatey I 
worked with from time to time and in various contexts over the previous almost 
twenty years: a research project for the European Commission, external examining 
at Warwick, conferences in Konstanz, visits to China (during which Helen 
generously shared her network with me) and, in particular and most intensively, 
co-authoring our book Intercultural Interaction.

And what are the reasons for my appreciation? First, I have come to know Helen 
as somebody from whom one can learn so much. Cooperating with Helen triggers 
a genuine learning curve, often a steep one, something I am sure her students have 
appreciated as well. Her razor-sharp analysis unerringly points out the weakness 
in what turns out to be a too hastily considered idea or a sloppily formulated 
argument. She inevitably recalls the forgotten fact, puts forward the contrasting 
view and recommends the right article at the crucial time, making the end result 
of the co-authorship much more than the sum of the individual contributions. 
Second, Helen, despite geographical distance, has been a very faithful colleague 
and friend to me. And finally, I appreciate Helen’s apparently endless energy – it 
keeps those working around her (certainly me) inspired and makes them wish 
they could be as goal-focused and persistent as she is herself.

Quite definitely, Helen is not interested in the evening starting after breakfast; 
for Helen the interesting stuff starts immediately after breakfast – and sometimes, 
I suspect, even before.
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