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Cultural Tips
Accept Differences
When we interact with people with backgrounds different than ours, we are often confronted with alternate ways of viewing the world. These differences often challenge our own beliefs, and they may give us a reason to examine the world from a different point of view. Many times we tolerate the differences of others, but we don't accept their differences. True acceptance of differences empowers us to create a world that is based on equality and respect. The next time you encounter a difference, question if you are tolerating it or truly accepting it. If you are tolerating it, ask yourself what is keeping you from accepting this difference, and then move towards acceptance, thereby appreciating the richness that the world has to offer.
Believe in New Ideas
A positive attitude about new ideas is one that can help in all areas of our lives. But when working in a multicultural environment we have the opportunity to regularly learn new ideas. These new ideas will often challenge our paradigm - or how we frame the world. By believing that new ideas can be exciting, we ensure that we will continue to grow and expand, immersing ourselves in the world that we live in. New ideas cannot only teach us about other people, but they can also help us to explore different aspects of ourselves. The next time you encounter an idea from a different culture, try to suspend judgment long enough to ask yourself, "What can I learn from this new idea?" You may be surprised by what you learn about yourself, the people around you, and the world in which you live.
Cultivate Cultural Curiosity
With so many distinct cultures in the world, exploring the world with cultural curiosity is a life long adventure. Cultivate your cultural curiosity by asking questions such as "I wonder how they do that in.......?" or "What would I do differently if I were........?" or "I wonder what music from.......sounds like?" or "What would I consider beautiful if I were........" or "What does ...........mean to someone from that culture?" Get started today, by asking one question such as these and then seeking the answer from a coworker, the local library, the internet or your favorite music shop. Your exploration will help spark your cultural curiosity and at the very least give you a cultural tidbit to share with friends.
 

Give Respect to Everyone
When we give respect to other people we are treating them as we ourselves would like to be treated. For people with similar views or cultural backgrounds, giving them respect is often easy. However, when confronted with someone who has a very different world view, giving them respect may challenge us in ways that makes us uncomfortable. Acknowledging their perspective does not mean that we need to like or agree with their point of view, but it is accepting the fact that it is their view, just as we have our own. Being able to acknowledge a different viewpoint is the first step in creating a dialogue between you. When someone challenges your beliefs, remember the quote by Ghandi "Be the change you want to see in the world" and offer them the respect that you would like to receive in return.

 

Embrace Change
Do you embrace change or fear it? In today's quickly changing workplace, being willing to embrace change is a skill that is increasingly needed. But, what does embracing change look like? Here are steps to help you embrace a changing world:
• Notice your internal default response when you detect change. Are you fearful when you notice change? If so, ask yourself how this change could be positive.
• If the world is going to change, with or without you, doesn't it make sense to take an active role is shaping the change? Empower yourself to be proactive not reactive and become part of global change instead of waiting for it to come to you.
• When change occurs - press pause before you respond. Choosing how you respond instead of responding reactively will improve the quality of your reactions. The world is changing - and so are we. Embracing change can lead us to new adventures we never imagined possible.
 
Find Similarities to Celebrate
When we learn about other cultures, we often focus on the obvious differences found between us which are the easiest to see. Finding our similarities or common humanity can often be more difficult, but doing so helps us to the create the building blocks of friendship and understanding. For example, using a cultural identity exercise, I have found that people around the world share a common commitment to friends and family. Other similarities to draw upon could include a passion for a hobby, sport, career track, or religion. The next time you interact with someone who is from a different culture, seek a link that you have in common. If you have a conflict or misunderstanding with this person in the future, remember this common link and use it to help you to resolve your differences.
 

Gather in New Friends
It is a natural human desire to have friends who have similar backgrounds or points of view on the world. But, this can limit the opportunities you have to look at the world in a different way. Gathering in new friends is a fun and easy way to expand your horizons. Look around you to find someone who seems interesting, but who has a different background than you do. Ask that person out to lunch and share your personal stories. If you are shy, start with saying hello to someone at work who has a common interest with you and build a friendship from there. As your friendship develops, be curious about the other person's world and share yours. This week reach out to someone new and see which land a new bridge of friendship will take you to.
 

Help Others to Understand You
An element of cultural competence is being able to share who you are with others. In order to do this, you must first understand what makes you unique, for it is your uniqueness that makes you interesting. Take a few moments to think about the following question:
What are the unique experiences, talents, hobbies, interests, values and beliefs that make up who you are?
Once you know what makes you unique you can share it with others. Easy conversational lead ins are: “one of things I have learned is...or…what I really enjoy is...or… when I can… ” This month, share with others what makes you unique and help us to understand why you are an important part of the world

 

Investigate Languages
With over 6,912 living languages in the world, investigating languages can be a grand adventure. When you learn about a language, you also learn about the culture that created it. Learning a few words gives you insights into how the people who use it think about the world. For example, if you are learning about Japanese you might discover that there is no word for brother ˆ but only words for older or younger brother which denotes the hierarchy found in Japanese families. With over 19% of the US population speaking a foreign language at home, learning a few words of another language can help you reach out to other communities and cultures. This month, hablo espanol, parlez francais or snakker norsk and understand the world a little better by speaking their language.
 

Keep An Open Mind
There is the a saying that "some minds are like concrete - all mixed up and set." When interacting across cultures, it is important to keep an open mind to other possibilities so that your mind doesn't become set in only one way of seeing things. With the diversity found in the US workplace, there are often opportunities view a project, idea or proposal from a different point of view. The next time an idea comes up that is different of yours - pause and ask yourself "what can I learn from this" before responding. One excellent response would be to say "I hadn't thought about it that way, can you tell me more?" This demonstrates to others that you are willing to listen and to be open to their way of viewing the world.
 

Learn to be Uncomfortable
When you are interacting with people from other cultures and backgrounds there can be moments of discomfort. This is natural as you are exposed to different views, thoughts, beliefs and customs from what you are used to. The feeling of discomfort comes when you are pushed to examine yourself in new ways, or to explore your beliefs from a different perspective. Being uncomfortable means that something is different - but it doesn't mean that it is wrong. Therefor, the next time this happens, don't rush to push the discomfort aside. Examine your discomfort, ask yourself where it is coming from and acknowledge it to yourself and if appropriate to others. To reduce your discomfort, seek out more information from other people or resources. Being willing to be uncomfortable for a short time can provide you with a greater understanding of yourself and the world around you.
 

Meet People Not Stereotypes
Let's be honest - we all have stereotypes about people who are a different gender, height, or are from a different part of the country or the world to name a few. If you disagree - think about the last 5 jokes that you have told - I bet one of them was probably based upon a stereotype. A stereotype is assuming an idea about someone based upon their membership in a particular group. Stereotypes can have a general truth to them - take for example the stereotype that Americans hold a core belief of valuing freedom. While this may be true in general, it may not be true for everyone. When we interact across different cultures, we need to keep in mind that we are meeting and interacting with individuals who are within a group of people. Thus, each person will have their own backgrounds and beliefs that may or may not be shared by the group. In the future, improve your interactions with others by checking the assumptions you are making about them. A question such as "In general I have heard that people from ____________ believe __________. Is that true for you as well?" will help you to gain clarity and insight.
Say Good Morning!
Greetings are an important part of daily life. What we say and when varies by culture around the world. For example, by saying hello to people in the morning, we acknowledge the other person and their importance to us. For high context cultures, located in the Mediterranean, Latin America, Africa and the Middle East, it is considered rude and cold not to say good morning to each person that is met, no matter how late in the morning. When people from other cultures come to the USA, they may interpret lack of greetings in the American workplace as unfriendly. If you are working in a multi-cultural workplace, use your morning greetings to reach out to your coworkers and create a more friendly environment at work.
Are you in my space?
Cultures around the world have different ideas about how much personal space is needed to feel comfortable. In the US, while geographic variations exist, the American culture overall places a high value on having personal space. Think of how often you have heard "you're in my space." In many cultures, keeping the typical American distance of an arm length away would be considered cold and impersonal. Our sense of personal space extends to our offices and our cubicles, with people often feeling that other folks who walk into "their space" at work, without being invited, are rude. When working in a multicultural environment, pay attention to how much personal space you and other people need. Then explain or adapt as needed so that neither one of you feels that their personal space is being invaded.
What are you really saying?
Have you ever had an interaction in which no-one was on the same page? Sometimes when you feel like everyone is on a different page, the confusion comes from the unspoken clues and statements that are being communicated and interpreted differently. In most situations, what is not said is as valuable (and relevant) as what is being said. When you start communicating across cultures, the challenge in understanding the non-verbal cues and messages is exponentially harder. Thus, when we are participating in multicultural communication, we need to pay particular attention to what we are saying and understanding verbally and non-verbally. The next time you are communicating across cultural lines (however they are defined), stop and ask yourself what messages you are sending both verbally and non-verbally. Also ask yourself if what you are interpreting from the other person is an accurate reflection of their true meaning. If in doubt - ask for clarification. It will mean you will both be clear about what you are really trying to say.
What Kind Of Moment Are You Having?
When we have a "moment" with someone from another country we typically assume that we are having a cultural "moment" because we are from different cultures. In reality two other factors may be coming into play: personality and issue. Someone who has a different personality, no matter where they are from, will occasionally have clashes with us – creating "moments" of misunderstanding. Likewise, if we are playing different roles (ie. parent and child, or manager and employee) we will also see an issue from a different viewpoint. The next time you have a "moment" stop and ask yourself: "PI or C?" or "Am I having a Personality Moment , an Issue Moment or Cultural Moment? Once you are able to clarify what kind of "PIC moment" you are having, then you can respond more effectively and appropriately.
What's Your Culture?
When we learn about other cultures we often think about it as "us " understanding "them". But when developing a deep understanding about cross cultural issues, we must first start with understanding ourselves or "us" understanding "us". Take a moment and think about how you see the world. How have your education, traveling, gender, faith, children, sexual orientation, hobbies,  and/or  recreational interests shaped who you are? What celebrations and rituals are important to you?  These elements collectively form your unique cultural identity, the lens through which you see the world. In this sense, every encounter we have with another person is essentially a cultural exchange, not just those with someone who obviously speaks, eats, dresses or appears differently. The next time you interact across cultures, share who you are, too. This will help us to learn from each other and not just about each other.
Getting Specific
While it can be helpful at times to understand the region of the world where someone comes from, this is useful just as a general introduction. Vast cultural differences exist between countries in Asia and in South America even between neighboring countries such as Colombia and Venezuela. Just as Americans take pride in their regional backgrounds, people from other countries take pride in their own specific cultural heritage. When you meet someone who is from outside the USA, ask them which country instead of which region of the world they are from. Then make it a point to learn about their country's holidays and traditions. By doing so, you will honor the specific cultural background that is an integral part of who they are.
Ringing in the New Year
For those of us living in the USA, the New Year is linked to our calendar but for many people around the world, the New Year celebration is a lunar holiday (its celebration depends upon the cycles of the moon). Many Asian countries celebrate what is commonly called the Chinese New Year, this year which will be celebrated January 22-24,2004. But this is not true for everyone -the Mongolians will celebrate it starting February 24 for example. For many people this is the largest celebration in the year so ask them when they celebrate the New Year, and then make sure that you pass along New Year greetings for them when the time comes around. 
Ask Open Ended Questions
When we function in a foreign language, we have a tendency to say yes when we are asked a question, even if we don't understand what was asked. This is even true when we are asked "Do you understand?" The next time you are interacting cross culturally, ask an open-ended question such as "Can you tell me what you need to do next?" instead of "Do you understand?" If the person is unable to answer then you know that you need to explain further.
Meeting Communication Across Cultures
We all know communication is key to ensuring good relationships, no matter who we are communicating with. But, when communicating across cultures, it is even more important. If you are having meetings with participants from different cultures, put more communication in writing than you normally would. Under each agenda item, put bullet points of topics to be covered and key issues that need discussion. This ensures that everyone understands what is being presented.
Gift Giving
Giving gifts across cultures takes a blending of sensitivity, research and personal knowledge. It is always best to research specific cultural gift giving practices so that you don't send the wrong signal by mistake. For example, giving a desk set that includes a knife (letter opener) to a Chinese colleague symbolizes the severing of the friendship, a bottle of wine for a Muslim friend doesn't drink alcohol is inappropriate and Guatemalans only give white flowers for funerals. In many cultures, the presentation of the gift is as important as the gift is, so research when is the appropriate time and how best to present your gift. Everyone loves to get a present, but be sure you send the right message the next time you give a gift.
Seasons Greetings
It is the holiday season and with it the annual tradition of offering seasons greetings to friends and colleagues. As the United States has become more diverse, we have increased our sensitivity to the meanings behind our holiday greetings. When you know the person's faith, it is appropriate to offer them a greeting for the holiday that they celebrate such as Merry Christmas for Christians, Chag Sameach (which means "happy holiday") for Jews, and Happy Kwanzaa for African Americans celebrating Kwanzaa. If you don't know a person's faith, wishing them a Happy Holidays offers an appropriate greeting for the season without making an assumption about their faith or religious practices.
Houses of Worship
America is a predominately Christian culture but with our increasingly diverse society, it is important that we understand how our language around religion impacts people of other faiths. If you ask someone "where do you go to church" for example, we are implying that they are religious and more specifically Christian. But, if you use religion neutral language such as "What is your faith?" it gives the person an opportunity to share their spiritual orientation. Different faiths call their houses of worship by different names. The Jews attend a synagogue, Muslims a mosque, Hindus a temple, Buddhists a temple or a shrine and some faiths such as the Unitarian Universalists may use the term church, or they may use meeting house or congregation because of the Christian association with the term church . As we seek to promote acceptance across religions and faiths, using the correct terminology helps to build the bridge of understanding.

Exploring Diversity Terms
Language evolves over time and the language of diversity has evolved too. In a multicultural workplace, it is important that people understand the differences in terms that are being used. We see an evolution in the US census which now uses the phrase Black /African American as a category. People completing the census can choose black as a racial category even though they have no connection to the phrase African American which also carries an ethnic meaning as well. For example an immigrant from Somalia could be racially black, but have no identification with the term African American.   Listen to the terms that people use to refer to themselves. If in doubt, ask the person what terms they use to describe their racial/ethnic affiliation. Be willing to discuss your own description of your racial/ethnic affiliation as well. When working in a cross cultural environment, choose your terms carefully to ensure that you are using the appropriate words.
The Art of Saying No
In the USA we generally have a very direct conversation style which means that we will typically say no if we are unable to comply with a request or deadline. But for many cultures to say no directly is socially inappropriate. In Japan if you need to say no you might say instead "that would be difficult." In Honduras you might reply with "we will see" instead of saying no directly. Within cultures, people understand the nuances of what is being said and what is being implied indirectly. But, when crossing cultures, often these nuances are missed. When interacting with Americans foreigners learn about our direct conversational style, but they will typically keep their own style (which is often more indirect) when answering us. When communicating across cultures remember that people may not tell you no directly and therefor you need to listen for other clues that might tell you what they are really trying to say.
Immigrants Reach 17% of the Massachusetts Workforce
In a study released last Monday, MassInc. reported that as of 2004, foreign-born workers had reached a record high of 17% of the Massachusetts workforce, up from 8.8% in 1980. Nationwide 15% of our workforce is foreign-born, a percentage which is also climbing. Here in Massachusetts we are 8th in the country for the percentage of immigrants in our workforce. Larry Fish, CEO of Citizens Bank in remarks at an event discussing the report remarked "Immigrants are the biggest marketing opportunity in Massachusetts today." Top countries for new immigrants in MA are: Brazil, El Salvador, India, Japan, Haiti and the Dominican Republic. Working in a multicultural workplace means knowing where people are coming from and how your marketplace is changing. Research key demographics for your business and then ensure that you reach all of your potential customers with quality products and services that are culturally appropriate.
Comfort Foods Around the World
Mention "comfort food" to someone and images will immediately come to mind. Food takes on a certain meaning for us based upon our cultural and family backgrounds. For Americans comfort food might include ice cream, macaroni and cheese or chicken noodle soup. For someone from Vietnam it might be pho (a rice noodle soup), for someone from Scotland it could be oatmeal and clotted cream, for a Swiss national it might be chocolate or if you are from the Caribbean it could be fried plantains. Conduct your own survey of what comfort food means to the people surrounding you. You might be surprised at the differences and the similarities.
Happy Birthday!
Birthday celebrations vary around the world and are a great way to gain a glimpse into another culture. In Greece, where most people are named after a Greek saint, people share sweets with friends who come to visit typically on the nameday for their saint instead of on their birthday. Among cultures that follow a lunar calendar, turning 60 signifies the completion of one complete lunar cycle and it is a time of rebirth and the mark of transition into old age. Some cultures may not celebrate particular birthdays - the Chinese don't celebrate the fortieth birthday because of the death connotations connected to the sound of four. In Argentina children receive pulls on the earlobe for their birthday. Traditionally, they get one pull for each year of their life. With the birth of spring around us, share your family traditions and inquire about other ceremonies. You may find something you want to add onto your own.
15% of Workers in the USA are Foreign Born
The face of the American workforce is changing. As the US native population continues on its 20 year decline, we are becoming increasingly dependent upon foreign-born workers to fill jobs. Today, across the nation, 15% of our workers were born in another country. In Massachusetts, all of the growth in the labor force since 1990 has come from foreign born workers. This trend is the result of the low birth rate and the migration of more people out of Massachusetts than into it. If we are to have vibrant and productive companies, communities and organizations, cultural competency is no longer a luxury, but a necessity. Take time to learn about cultures and help bring that knowledge into your own cultural mosaic.
Exploring Pakistan
I had the pleasure of spending 10 days in Karachi, Pakistan over the New Year. Pakistan (roughly the size of California) came into existence in 1947 when the British Indian Empire was partitioned into two states - one primarily Muslim (East and West Pakistan) and the other Hindu (India). East Pakistan would later become Bangladesh in 1971. After partition, Karachi grew from a city of 500,000 to 12 million people, becoming Pakistan's largest city. Pakistan is a poor country with the average income reaching just $2,100 per year. Despite the challenges of daily life, I found the people to be warm and welcoming. People went out of their way to ask if I was enjoying my trip and I received no negative reactions to being an American. I was surprised at the openness of the press which featured half of a front page in an English paper outlining
the pros and cons of President Musharraf's policies in 2004 on New Year's Day. Our impressions of other countries are often greatly influenced by the media. The next time you meet someone from a country often portrayed negatively by the media, ask them to share what life is like for the average citizen. In this way, you can create a more balanced impression of that country.
Greetings Across Cultures
Greetings around the world are as varied as cultures. For example, in Asia, little body contact is made between strangers when they meet. The Japanese will bow, in India, Sri Lanka, Bangladesh and Thailand people use the namaste greeting (hands in prayer like position in front of the chest) as a sign of respect and in China a verbal greeting with a head nod is used unless you know the person. The opposite is true in the Central and South American cultures where people will often hug and kiss and slap each other on the back when meeting. In regions of the world like the Middle East and Muslim countries, members of the opposite sex do not normally have any body contact when greeting. This is true of Orthodox Jews also. Many people who interact with Americans have adjusted to our greetings, but watch the body language of the person you interact with to ensure you interact on a level comfortable for all.
Celebrating Ramadan
The month of Ramadan is currently being observed by Muslims around the world. It marks the ninth month of the Islamic lunar calendar. During Ramadan adults fast and they do not eat, drink, smoke or engage in sex from sunrise to sunset. Fasting also means refraining from negative thoughts or attitudes and Muslims seek during Ramadan to develop a sense of solidarity with those who suffer from want all year long. Ramadan ("high summer") has its origins in the pre-Islamic times when Arab tribes observed a month long truce from all hostilities. Ramadan is the only month the Koran mentions by name, for it is when the scriptures were revealed. Muslims typically break their fast by drinking water and eating dates or figs before their evening meal. The end of Ramadan (celebrated this year on November 14) is marked by the holiday of Eid-Ul-Fitr (the breaking of the fast). During this month of Ramadan, be sensitive to any colleagues who are fasting, and try not to have meetings run late in the afternoon when people want to return home and break the fast. For greetings during Ramadan you can use: "Wishing you the blessings of Ramadan" or "Congratulations on the arrival of Ramadan."
What Assumptions Are You Making?
Making assumptions is a natural reaction to interacting with other people. But, even among people we know well, such as our families, our assumptions can get us in trouble. Making assumptions in a multi-cultural setting is even more apt to result in misconceptions and miscommunication. The less we know about the person we are interacting with, the more likely that our assumptions may not be accurate, as assumptions are merely guesses as to why someone acts the way that they do. For example, people assumed when they saw Native American men walking in front of the women that this was a sign of superiority. From the Native American point of view, they were protecting the women from possible danger. To avoid making incorrect assumptions, carefully monitor what assumptions you are making and then stop yourself and ask "is this idea based upon a fact I know to be true or on an assumption I am making?" If it is based on an assumption, ask for clarification. Share assumptions you make too - it will help the other person to know where you are coming from.
Making the Eye Connection
As the Arabic adage says "the eyes are the window to the soul." In the dominant US culture, as well as many Western Europe and Jewish cultures, we put a large emphasis on making eye contact with the person we are speaking with. "Look me in the eye" is a phrase many people heard as a child. In these cultures, direct eye contact typically conveys that we have nothing to hide and that we are trustworthy. But, for others averting your eyes is a sign of respect, particularly when interacting with an elder or someone of higher authority. We see this in the Native American culture and many Asian cultures as well. Next time you interact in a multi-cultural setting, think about what your eyes are saying - check what assumptions you make about the other person if they don't make eye contact. They may avert their eyes out of respect.
Ask About Family
In many cultures family loyalty and connections are an integral part of daily life. The cultural importance of family is often reflected in ritual greetings. To greet someone and not ask about their family in the first few sentences is considered rude. Asking about family acknowledges broader connections in the world and the community and shows interest in who they are outside of work. The next time you interact in a multicultural setting, ask people about their family. They will be pleased that you asked and it will help to foster a rapport between you.
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