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Abstract 

"Vérité en deçà des Pyrénées, erreur au-delà" 

 (There are truths on this side of the Pyrenees that are falsehoods on the other) 

Blaise Pascal (Moran, Harris & Moran, 2007, p. 2). 

This paper is a reflection on an intercultural communication workshop developed for sixteen 

upper-level Japanese executives who work with their U.S. American counterparts in a U.S.A.-

based global corporation. This training session was only one part of a much larger training 

program initiative which was carried out in five countries in Asia as well as in several locations 

across the U.S.A. Throughout my paper, I will apply the stages of the experiential learning cycle 

to their corresponding phases of the entire workshop process. To start with, I will take a look at 

how I first learned about the experiential learning cycle and describe how I utilized this tool to 

reflect on the training experience. Then, I will explain the background and events that served as a 

catalyst for this training initiative. Subsequently, I will detail the content of the workshop. Next, 

I will give some reflective observations about what happened during the training, specifically on 

the participants' analyses and suggestions concerning a critical incident scenario which they 

worked on together in small groups at the end of the training. After making these observations, I 

will combine the information presented by the groups about the critical incident with my prior 

knowledge to generate some hypotheses as to why the participants reacted to and analyzed the 

critical incident in the way that they did. Finally, I will use the data obtained during the 

workshop to suggest ideas for future trainings. 
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The Experiential Learning Cycle 

“Learning is the process whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of 

experience” (Kolb,198, p. 38). 

 In this chapter, I will explain how I learned about the experiential learning cycle, and then 

describe how I utilized this tool to reflect on the training experience which I delivered in Tokyo 

to a group of Japanese executives working for a U.S.A.-based global corporation.  

Backstory 

 Toward the end of July 2013, the self-designated "Pioneers", my classmates from the first 

Low Residency Master of Arts in TESOL program at the School for International Training, came 

together from all over the world to start our three-week, face-to- face classes. There was so much 

excitement, so much anticipation; so much to discover, so much to learn. On one of the very first 

evenings, Professor Alex Silverman held a session in which he introduced us to the four stages of 

the Experiential Learning Cycle (ELC). Looking back, I understand how appropriate it was that 

this cyclical model was presented to us at the very start, for it has served as the basic foundation 

of every class learning experience that we have gone through ever since. Nowadays, I also apply 

it almost automatically to everything that happens to me in my personal and professional life. 

Therefore, it only made sense that I employ some form of the four-stage model in my 

Independent Professional Project (IPP) as well. 

 The topic of my IPP is an intercultural communication workshop that I conceptualized, 

planned, designed, and delivered to a group of Japanese managers who work for a U.S.A.-based 

global corporation. The company's Human Resource (HR) Department felt that these employees 

needed to gain a greater understanding of U.S.A. culture in order to work more effectively and 

enjoyably with their U.S. American counterparts. The initial idea I had for my IPP was solely to 
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discuss the content I developed and presented to the group; then I realized that I could add 

another dimension to my research by applying each stage of the ELC to a corresponding phase of 

the entire training process. In addition to resulting in a more elaborate IPP, the ELC also 

provided a very nicely organized structure for my paper.  

 The basis of the ELC is reflection. This reflection can lead to awareness and transformation, 

both of which are essential for growth to take place. I believed that approaching my training 

through this perspective would give me, as a trainer, a valuable insight into what happened 

during the training, what it all meant, and how I could adapt my methods to improve future 

training programs. I began by researching how the ELC came about and what variations on it 

exist. I found quite a few. Here are some that especially fit with the stages I envision for my IPP 

to take:  

 

 

(Batista, 2007).  
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Adapting the ELC to my IPP 

 I have included these models of the ELC since the personalized model I developed for my 

work is a combination of all three. My reflection begins with addressing the situation and 

planning for the workshop as the first stage of my project. In this section of my paper, I will give 

the background and describe the series of events which led up to the training. During the next 

stage, I will detail the content which I created for the workshop, elaborating on the themes, 

common threads, and subject matter. I will move on to report the participants' behaviors and 

reactions to the training, specifically on their remarks and opinions about a critical incident. 

Then, applying my background knowledge to the critical incident results, I will reflect on 

possible reasons for the observations and suggestions generated concerning this critical incident, 

especially on the importance of relationships in the Japanese culture. Finally, to finish the cycle, 

after reviewing the workshop outcomes, I will make some recommendations for topics to be 

included in future training programs.  



Reflection on an Intercultural Communication Workshop 

For Japanese Executives: Doing Business with U.S. Americans 

 

5 

 

Addressing the Situation and Planning for the Workshop 

“To be part of the Asian dynamism, Westerners do not need to become Asians in culture, in 

values, or in habits . . . but it is necessary for Westerners to understand Asians, to feel at ease 

with Asians, and to make Asians feel at ease with them" 

Lee Kuan Yew, Former Prime Minister, Singapore 

(Gross, 2008, p. 2). 

Background 

 At the beginning of 2008, I was contacted by the head of the Marketing Department of a 

global corporation based in the Chicago area to help out with one of the Asian employees 

working at the U.S.A. headquarters who needed some coaching in communication. Many years 

prior to this, I had created and launched a new coaching program focusing on leadership 

competencies combined with intercultural and English language communication development. 

The marketing leader at this particular global corporation asked that I assist his subordinate to 

polish the following skills: public speaking, presentations, participation in meetings and 

negotiations, business networking, and socializing. I planned and carried out this training over a 

three-day period, after which my coachee demonstrated remarkable improvement in his 

communication abilities, both verbal and nonverbal. Due to the successful outcome of this 

training program, I was asked to provide various other intercultural communication trainings at 

this corporation for other employees, both in the U.S.A and in Asia, who had some challenges in 

communicating with their colleagues from different cultures. These training initiatives were vital 

to the success of this corporation since a great deal of interaction between U.S. Americans and 

their counterparts in five countries in Asia took place on a daily basis. Additionally, a large 

majority of the company's customers (internal and external) were located in Asia.  
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Laying the foundations for the training 

 Late in 2009, the company's Global Marketing Communications and Brand Manager 

informed me that a communication training program was being put together to introduce both 

internal and external stakeholders to the company's new Mission Statement, Vision Statement, 

and Brand Position Statement (MVBP). The leadership team felt it necessary to include an 

intercultural component in this initiative since miscommunication across cultures was a critical 

issue, and more effective collaboration was essential to align the reality on the ground with the 

new MVBP. Therefore, it was decided that the Global Marketing Communications and Brand 

Manager would lead a seminar on the new MVBP, followed by an intercultural communication 

workshop, which I was asked to develop and facilitate. 

 Over the course of several months, I met with Managers and Directors of the Marketing and 

HR Departments to determine the right approach to deal with this challenge. We felt that there 

were certain components of the MVBP which especially needed to be addressed, given the 

current situation. Drawing on my background experience and knowledge of differences among 

cultures, I pointed out that we should deeply examine the following concepts contained in the 

MVBP: 

• Trusted industry partner /customer collaboration / global infrastructure / network 

• High quality / reliable and innovative solutions 

• Speed / rapid delivery 

• Superior cost of ownership 

 These concepts may all seem pretty straight forward, yet the underlying meaning may differ 

greatly from culture to culture. In addition to these abstract ideas, there were also some of the 

company's values which needed to be looked at from different perspectives, specifically: 
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• Courage 

• Accountability 

• Respect 

 How to go about this? While I had the schema to know that these elements, so important for 

the image of the company, could be interpreted differently by individuals from different cultures, 

I felt it essential to get some feedback from the Japanese managers working at the company to 

discover their views on these concepts. I sent an invitation out to all the top-level Japanese 

employees who had experience working in the U.S.A., asking them to participate in a series of 

brainstorming meetings in which we could discuss how the new MVBP statements and company 

values might be perceived by both Japanese and U.S. Americans. The feedback gained from 

these meetings proved to be extremely valuable, and provided a good foundation for the 

workshop content. A summary of these differences in perspectives called Cross-Cultural 

Exercise Notes was created and submitted by this team of Japanese leaders. It is found in 

Appendix A. (Please note that this is the exact unedited document submitted by the team of 

Japanese leaders; no changes were made to the submitted document.) 

 Another foundation required to customize the workshop to meet the participants' needs was a 

pre-training survey. Therefore, we drew up a survey to be distributed to all employees who were 

to take part in the trainings. To gain background information for the Doing Business with U.S. 

Americans training to be held in Japan, a survey asking questions about Japanese was sent out to 

their U.S.A. counterparts and a similar survey asking questions about U.S. Americans was sent 

out to the Japanese employees who would participate in the training. The surveys were designed 

to be short and straight to the point. The survey questions were input into a survey tool called 

Zoomerang™, which was sent to the participants as a link. The participants completed the 
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surveys anonymously, and the data collected from the surveys was used to plan the workshop. 

See Appendix B for the survey questions. The results from the surveys will be presented in the 

next chapter. 

 Using the wealth of information collected from the Japanese team who had met to 

brainstorm, along with the pre-training surveys, I was able to determine what content was vital to 

include in the training session. From the data obtained, the following learning objectives for my 

workshop were created: 

Workshop Objectives: 

• To provide intercultural communication information, insight, and tools to the global 

employee network  

• To help overcome cultural barriers in order to further collaboration, resulting in a more 

productive and enjoyable global work environment 

• To capitalize on everyone’s full potential to deliver maximum value to customers  

  My overall goal for this workshop is stated so eloquently in this quote from Moran (2007), 

"we must understand our differences, celebrate our diversity, and create partnerships of long-

term mutual benefit. Whether at home or abroad, peoples' differences broaden our life 

experience" (p. 698). 
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The Workshop Content 

"Culture hides much more than it reveals, and strangely enough, what it hides, it hides most 

effectively from its own participants. Years of study have convinced me that the real job is not to 

understand foreign culture, but to understand our own"  

(Hall, 1990, p. 29). 

 In this chapter, I will detail the content of the workshop, including all the topics which were 

presented, as well as the activities that the participants took part in. First, however, I would like 

to discuss an extremely important part of the workshop experience which may not have even 

been consciously noticed, but one, nevertheless, which we put a lot of thought into to make sure 

everything was set for meaningful learning to take place. To me, meaningful learning expresses 

the idea of learning with the whole self: mind, body, and soul. The first impression is often the 

most powerful and long-lasting, and I wanted to guarantee the right mood was set from the very 

beginning. 

Workshop Environment 

 The room was set up in "cabaret style" -- an arrangement which would promote easy 

interaction among the participants and at the same time demonstrate that this workshop would be 

participant-focused. To accommodate the sixteen attendees, we had four small round tables with 

four chairs each for participant seating, plus a table in the middle which displayed books, food, 

and other items from the U.S.A. This arrangement encouraged an inviting and comfortable 

atmosphere, which the participants could see right away upon entering the room. 
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 Additionally, on the walls around the room were maps of the U.S.A. and of the world, and 

also the U.S.A. flag. (I asked permission to hang the flag before I put it up, because some people 

can be very sensitive about this.) Music from the U.S.A. was playing as a slideshow of famous 

spots of the U.S.A. was being projected. To top off the experience, freshly brewed American 

coffee was offered along with chocolate chip cookies and other goodies brought in from the 

U.S.A. All these components provided a relaxing, calming sensation, and established the tone for 

the workshop. 

Introductions 

 We started the workshop by having the participants introduce themselves. Most of the 

participants already knew each other, so I requested that each one also share a fun fact about 
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himself -- something that nobody knew. After the participant introductions, I introduced myself 

and gave a little background of why I was chosen to lead this training. These introductions 

served to build relationship and trust in the room. Following this, I talked a bit about what they 

could expect from the training and outlined the course objectives (p. 8). To emphasize the 

importance of awareness and perceptions, I showed a slide with this image: 

7 ©2010 KEM Intercultural  

(Unknown author, Deceptology, 2010). 

 This is a very powerful picture for getting people to realize that everything is about 

perspective. While showing this slide, I said that this is what I wished to be accomplished by the 

end of the day: to be able to take a look at things in a way that is different and maybe even a little 

uncomfortable; to lean into that discomfort; to understand that according to the famous words of 

Anaïs Nin "we don't see things as they are; we see them as we are" (Goodreads, 2015). This 

concept would be revisited many times throughout the day. 

 To finish off the introductory phase of the training, I divided the class into groups of four, 

different from the groups at their tables. They were asked to talk with their teams about common 

values they shared with their U.S.A. colleagues as well as one U.S.A.-related issue that they 
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wanted to address during the day. After their discussion, they wrote their conclusions on a flip 

chart sheet, and each group presented its ideas to the rest of the class. After all groups had a turn 

sharing their thoughts, we posted the sheets on the walls. I let everyone know that during the day 

we would be covering each of the points listed, and throughout the day, we would check things 

off the list as they were addressed. 

Employee Survey Results 

 During the next section of the training, the following information obtained from the pre-

training survey was presented. 
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Summary of Results from the Pre-training Survey* 

 

* Please note that this is the exact unedited document submitted to me by the HR Department; no 
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What Japanese like most about working with U.S. Americans 

• Easy to talk with 

• Supportive and flexible 

• Very clear communication style 

• Reasonable and logical 

• Technical expertise 

What U.S. Americans like most about working with Japanese 

• Open minded, disciplined, hard working, trustworthiness  

• Respectful and courteous 

• Importance of relationships 

• Work ethic 

• Collaborative and dependable 

• High standards and attention to detail  

What Japanese say is most challenging about working with U.S. Americans 

• Communication – Language barrier – However U.S.A. direct style is NOT an issue for 

Japanese 

• Decision Making - Emotional versus Logical Business Approach - (U.S. Americans place 

more importance on work rules and tasks than the “feelings” of others) 

• U.S. Americans focus on the individual versus the team 

• U.S. Americans do not understand the Japanese customer and what drives their satisfaction 

• U.S. Americans are more concerned about product functionality (performance & cost) than 

quality  

What U.S. Americans say is most challenging about working with Japanese 

• Communication – Language barrier and indirect style is a challenge to U.S.A.  

• Decision making, hierarchy and ability to deal with ambiguity 

• Japanese are more concerned about quality than product functionality (performance and 

cost) 

• Japanese put customers’ satisfaction ahead of all business priorities  
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Intercultural Communication 

 The interwoven threads linking the overall goal and specific objectives for the workshop 

were awareness, sensitivity, acceptance and understanding. While developing the workshop 

content, I chose subject matter which would be useful in guiding the participants to: 

• Become more sensitive to cultural differences 

• Understand cultural differences more fully 

• Become more accepting of cultural differences 

• See the world through different eyes 

• Learn about the culture of the U.S.A. 

• Understand themselves and their own culture better 

 To introduce the general theme of the workshop, I posed the question, "What is intercultural 

communication?" The participants took a few minutes to think it over and discuss their thoughts 

with their table mates. Intercultural communication is the sharing of information among 

individuals from different cultures at varying degrees of awareness and control, through the use 

of symbols, signs, language, or behavior. I emphasized first of all, that often we are not aware or 

in control of what information we are sharing with others. Another important point that I stressed 

is that this transmission of information includes all messages sent and all the ways these 

messages are perceived, regardless of the intention. The intended message is not always the one 

that is received. "An individual's self-image, needs, values, expectations, goals, standards, 

cultural norms, and perception affect the way input is received and interpreted" (Moran, 2007, p. 

45). Therefore, it is extremely important that we never presume that we know what final message 

we are communicating to another person. After laying this basic foundation on intercultural 

communication, I distributed a text by Dr. Robert Moran on global communication and asked 
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everyone to first read it, and then to discuss with a partner the three things that they thought were 

the most interesting. 

Global Communication 

 

 Global communication is defined as “the process by which persons share information, 

meanings, and feelings through the exchange of verbal and nonverbal messages” (Klopf). The 

individual working and communicating in a multicultural environment must remember that the 

message that ultimately counts is the one that the other person gets or creates in his mind, not 

necessarily the same one that the individual sends. 

 The following are practical guidelines for developing skills for more effective intercultural 

communication. These statements briefly outline several important characteristics of intercultural 

communication. Some are obvious and others are not, but all, if internalized and understood, will 

result in more effective communication. 

1. No matter how hard one tries, one cannot avoid communicating. All behavior in human 

interaction has a message and communicates something. Body language communicates as well 

as our activity or inactivity. All behavior is communication because all behavior contains a 

message, whether intended or not. 

2. Communication does not necessarily mean understanding. Even when two individuals agree 

that they are communicating or talking to each other, it does not mean that they have understood 

each other. Understanding occurs when the two individuals have the same interpretation of the 

symbols being used in the communication process, whether the symbols are words or gestures. 

3. Communication is irreversible. One cannot take back one’s communication (although 

sometimes he wishes he could). However, one’s message can be explained, clarified, or restated. 

Once communicated, the message is part of the communicator’s experience and it influences 

present and future meanings. For example, disagreeing with a Saudi Arabian in the presence of 

others is an “impoliteness” in the Arab world and may be difficult to remedy. 

4. Communication occurs in a context. One cannot ignore the context of communication that 

occurs at a certain time, in some place, using certain media. Such factors have message value and 

give meaning to the communicators. For example, a business conversation with a French 

manager in France during an evening meal may be inappropriate. 

5. Communication is a dynamic process. Communication is not static and passive, but rather it is 

a continuous and active process without beginning or end. A communicator is not simply a 

sender or a receiver of messages, but can be both at the same time. 

 

Adapted from Moran, 2007. 
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 Upon completing the activity on global communication, everybody came back together to 

delve more deeply into the concept of messages. I informed the group that even though we often 

believe messages come only in the form of words, we are actually constantly sending messages, 

even when we are not talking. Nonverbal messages may "speak" louder than words. Some 

examples of nonverbal messages include silence, interruptions, laughter, facial expressions, 

physical distance, touching, eye contact, and gestures. I showed the following graphic on verbal 

communication and silence which illustrates some typical conversation flows between two 

speakers, Speaker A and Speaker B, in three different general cultures: 

 

Examples of Common Verbal Communication and Silence in Conversation Flows Three 

General Cultures 

1.  U.S. American: 

 Speaker A:  _____          _____          _____          _____           ______  _____ 

 Speaker B:           ______         ______        _____          ______   ______  _____ 

 

2.  Brazilian: 

 Speaker A:  _____          _____      ___   ________          _________________   ____ 

 Speaker B:       _________     _________          __________    ________________ 

 

3.  Japanese: 

 Speaker A:  __                                      ____                  ___    __    ___ 

 Speaker B:      ___          ________                        __           __  

               

(Source unknown). 
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 After giving the group time to study the chart, I explained how it is common in the U.S.A. 

(depending on the individuals involved in conversation, of course), that silence may not feel very 

comfortable. Therefore, just as the first speaker (Speaker A) is beginning to finish speaking, the 

second speaker (Speaker B) will start right in. The next example is of two Brazilian speakers; we 

can see that there is no silence whatsoever, and in fact, often the two people will be talking at the 

same time to each other. The final example is of a conversation between two Japanese. I then 

asked the group to discuss what that silence could mean. 

 To continue on the theme of nonverbal communication, I explained that gestures can be 

classified in one of three ways: 

1. Same gesture with same meaning in different cultures 

2. Same gesture with different meanings in different cultures 

3. Gesture has meaning in one culture but has no meaning in another culture 

This information once again reinforced that the message sent is not always the message that is 

received.  

 We send messages just by what we look like or where we come from. This is the reality 

whether we like it or not. To demonstrate how true this is, I displayed the following picture of 

people from different cultures sitting around a table: 
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(English, 1995, p. 2) 

 I then asked the participants to think about what stereotypes are depicted in the drawing. 

Next, I requested that they think about the following questions and discuss them with their table 

teams: 

1. What stereotypes do you have about U.S. Americans? Why do you have these 

stereotypes? 

2. What stereotypes might exist about people from Japan in general? Are these stereotypes 

true? 

3. What are the origins of these stereotypes? 

 According to English (1995), "a stereotype is a belief that all people from a culture behave a 

certain way. It is an opinion based on one's own cultural values and prejudices and on little 

information about the other culture" (p. 9). Stereotypes are often negative, and almost always not 
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true. Everything depends on perspective; we all see the world through our own eyes. As Hall 

(1989b) says, "all peoples of the world look at the world in their own way. The world they see is 

one which they have created -- which is why it all looks so familiar" (p. 209). We make 

judgments depending on what is important to us as individuals and on what is important within 

our own culture.  

 The next slide I displayed had two questions on it: 

1. How many lives does a cat have? 

2. How many continents are there in the world? 

From my experience in different cultures, most cats around the world have seven lives. The 

number of continents is usually five or six. The U.S.A. is the only place I know of so far where 

cats have nine lives and live in a world of seven continents. So it really is true that what one 

group of people may believe to be the absolute truth may be considered untrue in another culture. 

What is Culture?  

 It's very likely that not many people have given much thought to this question. Since our 

culture is all around us and part of us, we probably don't spend time pondering what culture 

actually is. As this may be something that few have ever stopped to consider before, I asked the 

group to think about this question and then write down all their ideas. Then we compiled all the 

views on a flipchart. After we looked at what everyone had to say, I showed some slides with 

different definitions of culture: "culture is the total way of life that a group of people share" 

(Zanger, 1993, p. 14). Moran (2007) adds more depth to this: 

 Culture is a distinctly human means of adapting to circumstances and transmitting the 

coping skills and knowledge to subsequent generations. Culture gives people a sense of 

who they are, of belonging, of how they should behave, and of what they should be 
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doing. . . Culture is dynamic. Cultures change . . . but slowly. Culture is often considered 

the driving force behind human behavior everywhere (p. 6). 

 

Culture can be compared to the water that a fish calls his home. 

This fish doesn't even think about the water until he jumps out of it 

(image from Clip Art Microsoft Word 2007). The same goes for 

people then as well; we usually only think about our culture when 

we are confronted with someone who does something in a different 

way. While each individual has his own personality, style, and 

history, each person also has cultural expectations based on what is "normal" in his own culture. 

Without realizing it, people often expect that everyone does things in the same way; that there is 

a "right" way to do things; that there is a universal common sense. In reality, differences are, in 

most cases, not bad or good. After highlighting this information, and to reinforce this point 

further, I wrote on the flip chart: 

Different ≠ Wrong 

Different = Different 

Culture as an Iceberg 

  Edward T. Hall was a U.S. American anthropologist who conceptualized the iceberg as a 

metaphor for culture (O'Brien, 2013). Not everything is what it seems at first glance. The visible 

part of the iceberg, that portion which is above water, makes up only a small percentage of the 

total iceberg. The much greater chunk of the iceberg is found below the surface. When we 

compare this to culture, we realize that components of culture such as language, food, 

appearance, customs, traditions, art, history, courtesies, and behaviors, to name a few, are easily 

visible or recognizable. The larger part of culture consists of those cultural elements which are 
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not as easily seen. Some of these include communication style, beliefs, attitudes, assumptions, 

priorities, perceptions, and values.  

We can extend the iceberg analogy by including a ship in the picture 

(image from Clip Art Microsoft Word 2007). The captain of the ship 

can see the ice jutting out from the water, but he knows that the real 

danger is hidden. In order to really know a culture, to interact 

effectively with the people, and to avoid disasters, we must not only be familiar with the aspects 

of culture which are apparent, but also dig deeply under the surface to discover what lies 

beneath.  

What are Values? 

 The final theme to be investigated during the workshop was cultural and individual values. 

To start this section, I asked the participants to work with a partner to come up with a basic 

definition for the term "values". We then regrouped and the pairs presented their ideas to the 

entire class. Generally speaking, values are something that are believed to be fundamentally 

important, worthy, and desirable. Values can be real or ideal; values can be individual, 

subcultural, or cultural. When we speak of cultural values, we mean those values which are 

traditional core values of a culture. At the same time, we also recognize that all members of a 

culture do not hold all of the same values. There are many subcultures within each culture. Some 

examples of subcultures include geographical regions, ethnic groups, religions, generations, 

corporations, industries, and social classes. 

 We cannot see values, but we may be able to determine which values are particularly 

significant within a culture by observing how the members of the culture behave. When 

explaining the concept of cultural values, I emphasized repeatedly that we must not stereotype a 
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culture by claiming that everyone in a certain culture holds the same values. However, it is 

possible to make cultural generalizations. English (1995) states, 

Within each culture there are many choices. There is, however, in every culture a 

standard way of doing things. The cultural generalizations describe those standards and 

the values that guide those standards. A generalization is based on observation, not 

prejudice. It explains the standard practices of a culture but does not determine how every 

person in that culture behaves (p. 9). 

 Why is it important to learn about a culture's values? As we had discussed earlier in the 

workshop, values drive behaviors. We need to try to learn which values our colleagues from 

other cultures hold dear to their hearts so that when we do see a behavior that is not common in 

our culture, we may be able to discern a value which could possibly be driving that behavior.  

 One last but extremely crucial remark I added about values is how deeply embedded they are 

in people. We must remember this when we consider people who are fluent in other languages 

and / or who have lived in another culture for many years. These people may still hold on to their 

own original values much more than we assume. 

Traditional Core Cultural Values and Behaviors of U.S. Americans 

 To finish our exploration of values, I informed the group that we would examine some 

traditional core cultural values and behaviors which many U.S. Americans share. As a warm up, 

I handed out a worksheet called Values -- Building Awareness (p. 27). I asked the participants to 

first work individually, circling the values which were important to them and underlining the 

values which they believed may be important to their U.S. American colleagues. After five 

minutes on their own, they spent five more minutes discussing their ideas with a partner. Then 

we all came back together in the big group and looked at what some of the opposite values might 
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be, e.g., directness versus indirectness, as well as what kind of problems could possibly arise 

when two opposing values clash in the workplace. 
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Circle  

Values -- Building Awareness 

 

the words that you feel are important to you. 

     Underline     the words that you feel are important to your U.S. American                             

                           colleagues. 

If you have any questions about what these words mean, please feel free to ask. 

 

Self-reliance    Following Procedure       Work to Live  

Independence    Separate Business & Personal Life   Order 

Live to Work    Flexibility / Adaptability     Equality 

Following Rules   Face (Good Image)       Warmth 

Relationships    Hierarchy          Trust 

Formalities    Discipline          Capitalism 

Indirectness    Control of Nature       Creativity 

Situationalism   Consensus         Functionality  

Directness     Tradition          Humility 

Individualism    Future Outlook        In-group Oriented 

Harmony     Task / Goal Oriented      Informality 

Caution     External Control        Composure 

Speed      Emotions          Seriousness 

Understanding   Respect          Light-heartedness 

Effort      Quality          Taking Risks 

Punctuality    Control of Time        Change 

Optimism     Resilience          Self-promotion 

Competition    Aggression         Practicality 

OTHERS: 

 
Property of KEM Intercultural Global Group™   ©All Rights Reserved 
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 Before beginning the discussion on U.S.A. traditional core cultural values, I 

image of a continuum and explained that all 

somewhere on the continuum, but not necessarily at the polar extremes. 

on the other individual, subculture, or culture 

example, if we take the two opposite values of direct communication

communication style, we could probably say that

communication more than Japanese

Direct Communication

U.S. Americans

However, if we use the same values, 

example, the charting might look like this:

Direct Communication

Germans 

So, we can see, once again, it all depends on perspective, on which set of eyes are doing the 

looking. 

Reflection on an Intercultural Communication Workshop 

Japanese Executives: Doing Business with U.S. Americans 

Before beginning the discussion on U.S.A. traditional core cultural values, I 

plained that all values of individuals, subcultures, and cultures fall 

somewhere on the continuum, but not necessarily at the polar extremes. The positioning

on the other individual, subculture, or culture with which the first is being compared. 

example, if we take the two opposite values of direct communication style and indirect 

, we could probably say that overall, U.S. Americans would value direct 

Japanese would, as shown here: 

Direct Communication     Indirect Communication

U.S. Americans         Japanese                             

we use the same values, but instead compare U.S. Americans with Germans

might look like this: 

Direct Communication    Indirect Communication

                U.S. Americans 

So, we can see, once again, it all depends on perspective, on which set of eyes are doing the 
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projected an 

individuals, subcultures, and cultures fall 

The positioning depends 

being compared. For 

and indirect 

, U.S. Americans would value direct 

Indirect Communication 

                              

compare U.S. Americans with Germans, for 

Indirect Communication 

So, we can see, once again, it all depends on perspective, on which set of eyes are doing the 
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 I then presented some traditional core values that are common in the U.S.A. I asked the 

participants to think about themselves as individuals and also about the Japanese culture in 

general as I talked about each of these values. They filled out a chart about themselves as 

individuals and about their culture in general as I gave details on each of the U.S.A. values. I 

suggested that they indicate which value they might hold if it were the contrary to the U.S.A. 

value, e.g., indirect communication versus direct communication. The following page shows an 

example of a chart partially filled out by a fictitious participant, Satomi. 
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Name: Satomi 

 

Values Worksheet 

 
 

 Traditional Core           Traditional Core 

  U.S.A. Values:   Yourself as an Individual        Japanese Values: 

 

 1.  Directness             Directness                    Indirectness 

 

(In this first example, Satomi thinks that she is direct in her communication style, but that in 

general, most people in her culture are less direct than people in the U.S.A.) 

 

 2.  Individualism   In-group Oriented        In-group Oriented 

 

(In this example, Satomi thinks that she values being in-group oriented as do most other people 

in her culture.) 

 

 3.  Task and Goal Orientation 

 

 4.  Hard Work Orientation 

  

 5.  Informality 

 

 6.  Equality 

 

 7.  Inductive Thinking 

 

 8.  Competition and Aggression 

 

 9.  Control of Time and Nature 

 

10. Speed 

 

11. Functionality and Practicality 

 

12. Optimism and Resilience 

 

13. Self-promotion 

 

Others: 

 

 

Comments: 
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Critical Incident 

 The training culminated in a team activity in which the participants worked together in small 

groups to analyze a critical incident. Critical incidents are "brief descriptions of situations in 

which a misunderstanding, problem, or conflict arises as a result of the cultural differences of the 

interacting parties, or a problem of cross-cultural adaptation and communication" (Apedaile, 

2008). I wrote this critical incident (pp. 33-34) prior to the training to meet this particular 

audience's needs, focusing on the data collected from the Cross-cultural Exercise Notes 

(Appendix A) compiled by the Japanese team and the data from the pre-training survey (pp. 13-

15). 

 By combining all the information acquired during the workshop with any previous 

knowledge from personal experience, the teams worked together to make observations and 

produce some possible solutions to the situation presented in this critical incident. I asked first 

that they try to look at the critical incident with a new perspective, to see the situation through 

the eyes of their U.S. American colleagues, especially because this critical incident was 

presented from the viewpoint of a U.S. American. I told them that, as much as possible, we need 

to assume positive intent; that their colleagues and they both want successful outcomes, but 

oftentimes the approach of how to achieve that success is different. Then, I asked them to list all 

the facts of the case, including actions, words, and explicitly expressed thoughts in the incident, 

without prejudice or judgment. For each of these facts, actions, words, and explicitly expressed 

thoughts, I wanted the teams to determine a possible value which corresponded to the facts, 

actions, words, and explicitly expressed thoughts. They could use the values which we learned 

about in the previous activities or choose any others which hadn't been discussed during the 

workshop. Finally, I requested that the groups suggest some changes to be adapted by the parties 
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in the critical incident, so that this type of intercultural misunderstanding could be avoided in the 

future, leading to a more enjoyable and productive work environment. To summarize these 

instructions clearly, I wrote on the whiteboard: 

After reading the critical incident, talk with your team about the following: 

1. Facts presented in the critical incident 

2. Chris’s actions, words, and explicit thoughts 

3. The Japanese managers' actions and words 

4. Possible values, beliefs, and attitudes leading to Chris’s actions, words, and explicit 

thoughts 

5. Possible values, beliefs, and attitudes leading to the Japanese managers' actions and 

words 

6. Suggestions for improving communication to create a more enjoyable and productive 

work environment  

I gave each group a flip chart page and asked them to write down all their ideas and then put the 

sheet up on the wall. Each group then presented its analysis. 

  This type of activity is very valuable since it utilizes all the skills and tools which the 

participants learned throughout the workshop. Additionally, since the events presented in the 

critical incident actually occurred frequently in their own work setting, the participants would 

immediately be able to utilize the information obtained from this exercise by putting into practice 

what they had learned the next time these situations transpired in their workplace.  

 The outcome of this activity is discussed in the next chapter. 
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Critical Incident: Today’s Going To Be A Good Day 

 Dr. Chris Elliott, a young and upcoming director at a global corporation, was born and raised 

in Chicago, Illinois. He is on his way from his brownstone home in downtown Chicago to his 

office in a far west suburb on a cold and snowy winter day. As he turns onto Highway 290, the 

snowfall begins to intensify. “Good thing I left early, with plenty of time to get to the office,” he 

says to himself. “With this kind of weather, you never know how the traffic is going to be.” 

 As he switches on the radio to check the traffic and weather reports, he hears one of his 

favorite songs by the Black-Eyed Peas. “I’ve got a feeling, tonight’s going to be a good night, 

tonight’s going to be a good night . . .” Chris starts singing along, changing the words a little to 

fit his present situation: “I’ve got a feeling, today’s going to be a good day, today’s going to be a 

good day, today’s going to be a good, good day!” 

 Yes, today would indeed be a good day, he was sure! Chris has several meetings lined up, 

one in the morning and three more in the afternoon, in which he will be working with various 

members of his team to finalize everything for his big presentation at the yearly meeting he has 

with the Leadership Team (LT) tomorrow. During his five years at the company, Chris has 

planned everything very well, and has worked very hard to get where he is in the company. He is 

quite confident that the LT will finally have the chance to see all his accomplishments and 

recognize him for the excellent scientist and director that he is. Due to all his hard work, Chris is 

expecting a promotion to the senior director level in the near future. 

 The first meeting is with three of the managers who work for him, Yamamoto-san, Akira, 

and Toshi. They certainly have a lot of things to discuss, brainstorm, and debate. “I just hope 

they cooperate with me this time,” Chris thinks to himself. “Sometimes I feel like I’m the only 
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one doing any talking; it's almost like I’m debating with myself. I wonder why nobody ever 

wants to take any responsibility and contribute anything to our projects? I almost always have to 

make all the decisions alone! And when they do contribute, they go back to discussing decisions 

that have already been made, or start talking about what people in other departments are working 

on.” 

 The traffic report comes on, giving the news that due to bad weather conditions, a truck 

flipped over, blocking two of the three lanes on the road. But Chris isn’t too worried because he 

left home an entire hour earlier than usual. “No, nothing’s going to get in the way of my good, 

good day today,” he says with a smile. 

 Unfortunately, things start becoming a little more complicated – the traffic slows down to 

about 20 miles an hour, and the snow really begins coming down hard. “This can’t be happening 

to me! Oh well, at least I have the whole day to get everything done.” 

 Chris walks into his first meeting almost half an hour late. His three team members are there 

waiting. He says hi to them, makes a quick comment about the traffic and weather, and then 

moves right to the first item on his agenda. His team remains even more quiet than usual during 

the entire meeting, contributing nothing at all to the outlined project plan for tomorrow's 

presentation. When Chris asks them if they could please give him some feedback, Yamamoto-

san begins to tell him that “everything appears to be fine, and . . .”, and then pauses for what 

seems forever to Chris. Silence. “So everything is fine and I can present this to the LT then?” 

Chris inquires. Silence. 

 Frustrated, Chris decides to end the meeting, and goes to his office to finish the project plan 

on his own. 

Property of KEM Intercultural Global Group™    ©All Rights Reserved. 
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Reflection on a Critical Incident Activity: Outcomes and Hypotheses 

"My thesis is that one of the many paths to enlightenment is the discovery of ourselves, and this 

can be achieved whenever one truly knows others who are different" 

(Hall, 1989b, p. 8).  

 In this chapter, I start by outlining the outcomes on the critical incident group activity 

obtained during our debriefing session. The reason that I chose to focus on the results of this 

critical incident is because during the workshop, the participants were relatively reserved and 

quiet, consistent with the cultural generalization of Japanese communication style (Moran, 2007, 

p. 443). I determined that a critical incident group activity would be the best way for me to gain 

an insight into what actually took place during the workshop; the observations and 

interpretations produced by the participants would give me an understanding of what they had 

experienced in the training and how this applied to their lives.  

 To exhibit these outcomes, I will first show the facts, actions, words, and explicit thoughts 

displayed by the U.S. American director and his team of Japanese managers which the 

participants presented. I will also furnish the corresponding values which the participants felt 

were linked to each of each of these facts, actions, words, and explicit thoughts. I will then 

provide their solutions for ways to improve communication between the two cultural groups, i.e, 

to create a cultural bridge, leading to a more pleasant and effective workplace. Finally, based on 

the results from the critical incident together with my existing knowledge of Japanese culture, I 

will offer my hypotheses as to why the participants came up with these results. 
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Critical Incident Activity: Outcomes 

 Facts about Director Chris Elliott, actions, words, and explicit thoughts with 

corresponding values. The following chart contains a list of facts about Director Chris Elliott, 

his actions, words, and explicit thoughts, accompanied by some possible corresponding values. 

Facts about Chris, Actions, Words, and Explicit 

Thoughts 

Possible Corresponding Values 

Chris is a young director. Equality between Young and Old 

Chris left home early because of the bad weather. Control over Time and Nature 

Chris starts singing even though the road conditions are 

bad. 

Optimism, Resilience 

Chris has many meetings lined up for the day. Speed, Control over Time, Goal-

oriented 

Chris has planned well and worked hard, and believes 

he deserves recognition. 

Self-promotion, Individualism, 

Competition 

Chris thinks that he is the only member of the team 

who contributes anything during meetings or takes any 

responsibility. 

Equality, Transparency 

Chris thinks that there is a lot to discuss and debate at 

the meeting today. 

Direct Communication Style, Comfort 

with Conflict 
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Chris thinks that nothing can ruin his day, not even the 

terrible weather and bad traffic. 

Optimism 

Chris arrives at the meeting late, says hello, comments 

on the weather, and then goes straight to business. 

Speed, Task over Relationship, 

Informality, Lack of Protocol 

Chris asks for feedback from his team. Equality 

Chris asks if everything is ok with the plan and if he 

can present it to the LT after Yamamoto-san pauses. 

Speed, Direct Communication 

Chris becomes frustrated and ends the meeting. Control over Time 

Chris works on the final plans on his own. Individualism 

  

 Facts about Japanese managers, actions, and words with corresponding values. The 

following chart contains a list of facts about the Japanese managers, their actions, and words, 

accompanied by some possible corresponding values. 

Facts about the Japanese Managers, 

Actions, and Words 

Possible Corresponding Values 

According to Chris, instead of talking about 

the issue at hand, the Japanese managers 

discuss decisions that have already been made 

and people who are not involved in the issue. 

Relationships, Detail and Process-oriented, 

Cyclical Time-oriented 
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The Japanese managers are waiting for Chris 

when he arrives late. 

Relationships, Hierarchy, Respect, Protocol, 

Patience, Punctuality 

The Japanese managers are more quiet than 

usual, contributing nothing. 

Relationships, Indirect Communication Style, 

Restraint, Saving Face 

Yamamoto-san begins to speak, giving a 

positive comment, and then pauses. 

Relationships, Hierarchy, Saving Face, 

Conflict-avoidance 

Silence Relationships, Appearance of Harmony, 

Understanding 

 

 Creating a cultural bridge. The groups reported that awareness (of self and other) and 

knowledge of the other culture were necessary to build a cultural bridge. In this section, I will 

give the details of the groups' analyses of the critical incident and their suggestions for ways to 

improve communication between the two cultures in this particular critical incident.  

 What Chris needs to know. Chris should become aware that the approach the Japanese team 

prefers when making decisions includes taking into consideration all the decisions made in the 

past and all the people involved in the current decision. Details involving relationships and past 

events are thought to be an important part of the current decision. Furthermore, formalities and 

protocol are of utmost concern for the Japanese. The superior should always be held in high 

esteem and must be shown respect, even when there is disagreement. The hierarchy must always 

be respected. If the superior is late to a meeting, the subordinates must wait patiently and be 

ready when the superior arrives. They must never say anything that might make their superior 

look bad or feel embarrassed. Most Japanese refrain from expressing their honest opinions and 
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feelings because they value a sense of togetherness and harmony more than self-expression. By 

remaining quiet, the Japanese are trying to communicate a very strong message of their 

dissatisfaction. When he does speak, Yamamoto-san uses an indirect style of communication by 

beginning with a positive statement followed by a pause. In this instance, his message is not in 

his words, but in the context; his real message is not one of agreement, but actually the opposite. 

He becomes frustrated and believes that Chris is not worthy of being the boss if he does not 

realize what is really being communicated here. Furthermore, Yamamoto-san and his Japanese 

colleagues feel that Chris is too young to be their director, and it is embarrassing that he is so 

impatient and openly displays his frustration. Chris needs to be more sensitive in detecting these 

nonverbal messages, and try to be more patient and refrain from showing his frustration. 

 Chris should also think about the fact that the Japanese are speaking a second language and 

are not completely fluent in English. The concept of face is extremely important in the Japanese 

culture; Chris should understand that his managers may be uncomfortable to speak because they 

could make mistakes and become embarrassed. 

 What the Japanese managers need to know. The Japanese managers should become aware 

that Chris' behaviors are driven by his deep-rooted values. They need to realize that Chris 

believes that he is acting in the way any good director should behave. His approach valuing 

individualism, speed, equality, informality, direct communication, and the use of conflict to 

resolve problems are all in stark contrast to the manner preferred by his Japanese managers. 

Chris believes that everyone is responsible for doing his part and contributing to the decision 

making process by expressing all opinions openly. The best way to solve a problem is to 

brainstorm and present all possible ideas, even if these ideas go against those of the superior. 

Only when all ideas are divulged and discussed freely will the optimal solution be found. Chris' 
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belief is that direct communication is key to success; it is a waste of time to keep discussing 

previous decisions and details about people who are not involved in the current situation. It is 

also a waste of time to remain silent during meetings. With a team like this, Chris prefers to work 

on the project by himself.   

 Since a direct approach is important to their director, the Japanese managers should try to 

adapt to a more open style of communication and express their opinions and thoughts more 

transparently. They should try to understand that all ideas, even ones that may not be accepted by 

others in the group, are welcome and could lead to finding the best outcome. 

Combining the Outcomes with my Previous Knowledge to Generate Hypotheses 

 In this last section of the chapter, I will combine the information presented by the groups 

about the critical incident with my prior knowledge about Japan to generate some hypotheses as 

to why the participants reacted to and analyzed the critical incident in the way that they did.   

 The two charts on pages 36-38 highlight many differences between the U.S.A director's and 

the Japanese managers' values. One thing that really stands out is the participants' perception of 

relationships being an issue in all the situations listed in the chart depicting the Japanese facts, 

actions, and words. Something that the charts do not show, however, is that each of the four 

groups working on the critical incident reported that relationships are the main concern in all 

aspects of Japanese culture. Relationships are the prime consideration in decision-making 

procedure, communication style, workplace behavior, and every other possible situation. This 

information made me curious, and I wanted to understand where such value of relationships in 

Japanese culture originated. I decided to examine some historical facts as well as present day 

realities in Japan to make some hypotheses which explain the priority of relationships in 

Japanese culture today. 
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 The history of Japan dates back more than 2,000 years (Moran, 2007, p. 441). It is a country 

composed of many islands, isolated from the rest of the world by ocean. This is one historical 

reason that the population of Japan is largely homogeneous. Living on a landmass with a total 

area of 374,744km
2
, 99% of its approximate 127,000,000 people are of Japanese ethnical 

background (ibid). 

 Throughout time, the Japanese have had to live very closely together, sharing such a small 

piece of land. This geographical condition has made it necessary for the people to realize the 

importance of living together peacefully and harmoniously. I believe that this context provides a 

strong influence on human relationships. Living in such close proximity in a small, water-locked 

country, the Japanese understand that it is necessary to cooperate with their neighbors. To 

maintain harmony, the Japanese have learned that relationships must take priority over 

everything else. Because of this belief, the Japanese feel that at times it is best to stay quiet 

instead of expressing a negative opinion which could disrupt the peaceful environment. 

 Furthermore, I believe that due to these close living conditions, the country's long history, 

and the homogeneity of the Japanese people, members of the Japanese culture share a common 

understanding of many situations. Since they are part of a very close-knit society, an inferred 

meaning may often be found in the context, rendering words unnecessary. Nonverbal cues which 

carry shared messages are frequently exchanged among the Japanese; these nonverbal forms of 

communication are usually very subtle and may not be noticed by those from other cultures. 

Obviously, there must be a relationship in place to communicate in this manner. 
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Conclusion: Reviewing the Workshop Stages and Planning for the Future 

“Intercultural Communication is at best intercultural dialogue, a jointly travelled path towards 

learning and understanding, respect and responsibility. Different opinions become a source for 

new solutions, and culture turns into a valuable resource. In the multicultural and interdependent 

world, intercultural dialogue is our chance to make a difference” 

(Salo-Lee, n.d.). 

 In this paper, I have reflected on an intercultural communication workshop by applying the 

stages of my own adaptation of the ELC to each corresponding stage of the training process. The 

threads of awareness, sensitivity, acceptance and understanding were interwoven throughout the 

entire undertaking.  In the section on the pre-training phase, I provided the background scenario 

of what led up to the training. I continued by describing the content I created for the workshop. 

Then, I reflected on the outcome of the training by contemplating the participants' reactions to a 

critical incident. After assessing these results and drawing on my relevant background schema, I 

presented my ideas concerning the origin of the participants' conclusions. Using the information 

which I acquired from the participants and from the hypotheses I made based on this data, I 

would now like to finish my reflection by making some recommendations for subject matter to 

be included in future training initiatives. 

Communication Exercises  

 During the debriefing of the critical incident, the participants spent a significant amount of 

time talking about their abilities to communicate in English. Many of them mentioned that they 

do not feel completely comfortable speaking the language. Additionally, most of the participants 

in the group believe that they have a more indirect communication style than their U.S. 

American colleagues. To address this challenge, in future trainings I would include some 
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communication exercises in which the participants could practice using a more direct 

communication style while speaking the English language. In her chapter on communication, 

Shinomiya (2008) provides numerous tips for improving communication between U.S. 

Americans and Japanese. She also lists many potential problem areas and offers practice 

exercises which would be useful for Japanese speakers of English. Some of the topics discussed 

in this chapter include how to break into the conversation to clarify information, ask a question, 

give feedback, ask the speaker to slow down, let the speaker know the level of understanding or 

agreement, ask for repetition, ask for meaning, as well as ways to confirm and summarize what 

the speaker is saying (pp. 48-179). 

 Another language concern for Japanese speakers of English is the use of phrasal verbs and 

idioms. U.S. Americans use these expressions all the time without even realizing it. It would be 

extremely beneficial for the Japanese audience to get some information about this component of 

the English language, and to have the opportunity to do some exercises to practice using some of 

the most common of these expressions. 

U.S.A. Culture 

 Now that this group of Japanese executives has a good foundation on the important role that 

intercultural communication plays in the workplace and general knowledge about some 

traditional core U.S.A. values, it would be helpful for them to learn a bit more about the U.S.A. 

culture. In the next workshops, I would like to furnish information about the history and present 

day realities of the U.S.A., specifically those elements which have an influence on typical 

attitudes and behaviors. Kearny (1984) gives a nice overview in his book about the U.S.A. 

heritage and explores some significant occurrences in the country's past which may explain the 

basis for the traditional core values. It would be advantageous to become familiar with the 
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historical events which have influenced life today in the U.S.A., focusing especially on those 

factors which are so different from those of Japanese history. 

 Sexual harassment is another matter of significance in the work environment in the U.S.A., 

and one which I believe would be worthwhile to include in the next trainings. This concept may 

not be completely understood by the Japanese and could potentially cause some unintended 

problems. It would be helpful for the participants to receive some information about exactly what 

sexual harassment is and what consequences it could bring to the individual and the company. 

Customers' Organizational Cultures 

 During the training detailed in this paper, it was emphasized repeatedly that not all 

individuals in a culture share the same traditional core cultural values. There are many 

subcultures within any given culture. One example of subcultures is corporate cultures. I would 

suggest an investigation of the corporate cultures of the company's main customers and suppliers 

to understand how best to communicate when doing business with these entities, and provide this 

information in the next trainings. 

Mindfulness Activities  

 To end my discussion on topics to be included in the next training program, I would like to 

suggest including some exercises focused on mindfulness. While I feel that the Japanese may be 

more familiar with this concept than their U.S. American counterparts, I believe it would be 

desirable to incorporate this feature in future trainings. Taking time to breathe and relax is 

important when taking part in a workshop with such intensely powerful subject matter as 

intercultural communication. Swisa (2013) provides excellent ideas for easy and meaningful 

ways to practice mindfulness which could be incorporated into future trainings at various points 

throughout the workshops. 



Reflection on an Intercultural Communication Workshop 

For Japanese Executives: Doing Business with U.S. Americans 

 

44 

 

References 

Apedaile, S & Schill, L. (2008). Critical incidents for intercultural communication: An 

Interactive. Norquest College Intercultural Education Programs. Retrieved from 

https://www.norquest.ca/NorquestCollege/media/pdf/centres/intercultural/CriticalIncident

sBooklet.pdf 

Axtell, R. E. (1998). Gestures: The dos and taboos of body language around the world. NY: 

Wiley & Sons, Inc. 

Batista, E. (2007). Experiential learning cycles. Experiential learning cycles. Retrieved from 

http://www.edbatista.com/2007/10/experiential.html 

Benedict, R. (2005). The chrysanthemum and the sword: Patterns of Japanese culture. New 

York NY: Houghton Mifflin Company. 

Bennet, M. J. (Ed.). (1998). Basic concepts of intercultural communication: Selected readings. 

Yarmouth, ME: Intercultural Press, Inc. 

Copeland, L. & Griggs, L. (1986). Going international: How to make friends and deal effectively 

in the global marketplace. New York, NY: Penguin Gooks U.S.A., Inc. 

English, L. M. & Lynn, S. (1995). Business across cultures: Effective communication strategies. 

White Plains, NY: Addison-Wesley Publishing Company, Inc. 

Falk, R. (1993). Spotlight on the USA. New York, NY: Oxford University Press. 

Fowler, S.M. & Mumford, M. G. (Eds.). (1995). Intercultural sourcebook: cross-cultural 

training methods, Vol. 1. Yarmouth, Maine: Intercultural Press, Inc. 

Fowler, S. M. & Mumford, M. G. (Eds.). (1999). Intercultural sourcebook: cross-cultural 

training methods, Vol. 2. Yarmouth, Maine: Intercultural Press, Inc. 

Greenaway, R. (2002). Experiential learning cycles. Dr. Roger Greenaway's active reviewing 



Reflection on an Intercultural Communication Workshop 

For Japanese Executives: Doing Business with U.S. Americans 

 

45 

 

guide. Retrieved from http://reviewing.co.uk/research/learning.cycles.htm  

Gross, A. (2008). Japanese Business Culture and Etiquette. Pacific Bridge Medical.  Retrieved 

from http://www.pacificbridgemedical.com/wp-

content/uploads/2015/05/2008.12.09_Japan-Business-Culture-and-Etiquette.pdf 

Hall, E. T. (1966). The hidden dimension. New York, NY: Doubleday. 

Hall, E. T. (1989a). Beyond culture. New York, NY: Doubleday. 

Hall, E.T. (1989b). The dance of life. New York, NY: Anchor Books. 

Hall, E.T. (1990). The silent language. New York, NY: Anchor Books. 

Kearny, E. N., Kearny, M. A., & Crandall, J. A. (1984). The American way: An introduction to 

American culture. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, Inc. 

Kim, E. Y. (2001). The yin and yang of American culture: A paradox. Boston, MA: Intercultural 

Press, Inc. 

Kolb, D. A. (1984). Experiential learning: Experience as the source of learning and 

development. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, Inc. 

Lanier, A. R. & Gay, Charles W. (1996). Living in the U.S.A. (5
th

 ed.). Yarmouth, Maine: 

Intercultural Press, Inc. 

Levine, D. R. & Adelman, M. B. (1993). Beyond culture: Cross-cultural communication (2
nd

 

ed.). Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, Inc. 

Martin, J.N. & Nakayama, T. K. (2000). Intercultural communication in contexts (2
nd

 ed.). 

Mountain View, CA: Mayfield Publishing Company. 

Moran, R. T., Harris, P. R. & Moran, S. V. (2007). Managing cultural differences: Global 

leadership strategies for the 21st century (7th ed.). Burlington, MA: Elsevier, Inc. 

Moran, R. T. & Youngdahl, W. E. (2008). Leading global projects: For professional and 



Reflection on an Intercultural Communication Workshop 

For Japanese Executives: Doing Business with U.S. Americans 

 

46 

 

accidental project leaders. Burlington, MA: Elsevier, Inc. 

O'Brien, C. (2013). Culture -- An iceberg analogy. Cultural kinetics: Cultural topics, 

discussions, news and opportunities. Retrieved from 

https://culturalkinetics.wordpress.com/2013/04/09/culture-an-iceberg-analogy/ 

Rath, T. & Conchie, B. (2008). Strengths based leadership: Great leaders, teams, and why 

people follow. New York NY: Gallup Press. 

Salo-Lee, L. (n.d.). Communication in multicultural world. Retrieved from 

https://www.jyu.fi/viesti/verkkotuotanto/kp/index_en.shtml 

Shinomiya, S. & Szepkouski, B. (2008). Business passport to Japan. Berkeley, CA: Stone 

Bridge Press. 

Storti, C. (1994). Cross-cultural dialogues: 74 brief encounters with cultural difference. 

Yarmouth, ME: Intercultural Press, Inc. 

Swisa, M. (2013), Positive Attitude Handbook, Santa Fe, New Mexico: Green Back Publishing, 

LLC. 

Trompenaars, F. & Hampden-Turner, C. (1997). Riding the waves of culture: Understanding 

diversity in global business. New York, NY: McGraw-Hill. 

Unknown. (2010). Upside down world map shows "north is up" is not "the truth". Deceptology. 

Retrieved from http://www.deceptology.com/2010/04/upside-down-world-map-shows-

north-is-up.html 

Unknown. (2015). Anaïs Nin quote. Goodreads. Retrieved from 

http://www.goodreads.com/quotes/5030-we-don-t-see-things-as-they-are-we-see-them 

Zanger, V. V. (1993). Face to Face: Communication, Culture, and collaboration. Boston, MA: 

Heinle & Heinle Publishers: A Division of Wadsworth, Inc. 



Reflection on an Intercultural Communication Workshop 

For Japanese Executives: Doing Business with U.S. Americans 

 

47 

 

Appendix A 

Cross-cultural Exercise Notes 

Japan Training – Doing Business with U.S. Americans* 

 

*Please note that this is the exact unedited document submitted by the team of Japanese leaders; 

no changes were made to the submitted document. 

 

 

Trusted Partner 

U.S.A. Perspective 

Responsive to requests and needs; equal; reciprocal; working closely together; win-win situation; 

building trust; teamwork; trust that people will say what they mean and vice versa; “on the same 

page”; “I know you will do it, so go off on your own and do it”; assessing technical ability to do 

what you say and follow up on what you say you will do; customer is given preference; 

forthright; open; tell about issues; foster spirit of self improvement; confidentiality; will to share 

knowledge; meet delivery commitments 

Japan Perspective 

Partner – lower level; customer is #1; never as open as we expect, so it takes a long time to get to 

the trusted partner level that U.S.A. expects, especially since we are foreign; hierarchy -- 

customer and supplier are never “sideways” so customer must be treated with respect; do what 

you need to do; anticipate the needs before they are asked – “I’m going to make you happy”; 

one-man sumo doesn’t exist; in sync, in harmony with the other, but it’s not horizontal; high 

quality and effective cost structure built with a long-term partner; never let customer down; 

service / product are right the first time; zero-defects; meet expectations without breaking 
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harmony; long-term relationship; no surprises; smooth out the wrinkles; “you’re holding up the 

fort for us, so you have to come through” 

Speed -- Speed of response v. speed of delivery 

Taiwan is somewhere between the U.S.A. and Japan. 

U.S.A. Perspective 

Take action; flexible; whatever is good enough to solve the problem at the moment is enough; 

questions of quality, detail; “You can always count on the Americans to do the right thing after 

they have exhausted every other possibility.” (Winston Churchill); decision making --“let’s do it 

and we can fix it if there is a problem”; get it done now – fast; cars, fast food – speed is a big 

asset in our country; rapid; trial and error 

Japan Perspective 

Slower; think a lot; fear of failure; layers to go through, but once everything is set up, it goes fast 

– 5 hours v. 60 seconds; slow to create new procedures; they don’t have a second chance, so 

everything needs to be checked and confirmed; done right; well-established process; very rigid 

process; when the process breaks down, there is catastrophe; what drives taking action depends 

on the hierarchy; decision making – “let’s make sure – let’s do it right so we don’t have to fix it”; 

resolution, answers and information that they need; delivery – when you say you will do 

something by a certain date, you are trusted to do it; quality trumps speed and separates Japan 

from other countries; must have the solution; may be a slower approach, but more effective, and 

may in fact be quicker in the end because they don’t have to go back and do it again; consensus, 

teamwork, group decision; quality 
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*How deep is your relationship relative to speed? 

Japan – Let’s make sure before I respond – before relationship, but after the relationship 

is formed, things go smoothly and fast. 

U.S.A. – We can build a quick relationship, but don’t have the patience to take time to 

build the relationship, and we might go on to someone else if the relationship isn’t 

formed quickly. 

*Timing – 

 Japan -- 30 minutes early is on time. 

 U.S.A. – Just on time 

Cost of Ownership 

U.S.A. Perspective 

Potential for selling value; quality; cut and dry – price minus cost = profit; warranty, cost and 

service are separate; products with performance, local support teams, added value on higher-

priced product make it worth it; low cost; different from individual consumer where it is more 

closely aligned with Japan -- what you want, when you want it and the value behind it v. U.S. 

corporate (like Japan) – dollars and cents driven, but they want a lot of value with it; end-user – 

bulk, value, get it quick; a lot cheaper 

Japan Perspective 

Price-driven within specification; pride in packaging; holistic approach – total quality, how long 

it will last, customer service, other issues, who else is affected, who else is included, continuing 
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to take care of the customer – service is baked into the price – ex – no tipping – it’s baked into 

the price; extended warranties sound like something is wrong with the product to start with/ if I 

am getting the best product, I don’t want to pay more for service – it’s expected; concept of 

returns; problem-free – after sale service is free; they think service should be included in the 

original price; marketing is not understood traditionally – they thought of it as sales; brand 

recognition; price which is only part of the cost; Japan and corporate U.S. dollars and cents 

driven, but want a lot of value with it – service is baked into the price in Japan; limited space; 

they want it to work, keep working, something of value, can’t take it back; brand names have 

reputation of being more reliable in Japan; zero-defect 

Quality 

U.S.A. Perspective 

Profit – getting things out; functionality; keeping old things until they break; efficiency; low 

cost; cost/benefit analysis – 99% is great and 100% is cost-prohibited and therefore not worth it; 

perfection at company due to industry, but in general the question is: does it meet functional 

purpose? It doesn’t have to look pretty, but it has to work; meeting specs; end user can bring it 

back; more on cost, not quality; if something goes wrong, U.S. looks for root cause until it is 

found, but after it is found, we stop looking; lack of defect; relies on customer feedback; 

continued improvement; we know that there will always be mistakes, and it’s ok; add in for more 

hours; the whole package – how fast and well we do things is part of quality 
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Japan Perspective 

Space – there is no room so #1, shame in failure; zero-defects goal; throw things out for some 

new model, not because the old one broke; zero complaints; never inconveniencing customer – 

anticipate what might go wrong at any cost; quality very serious; end-user zero defects; 

consumer – quality packaging goods; if something goes wrong, Japan won’t stop looking even if 

the first problem was solved; must meet specs; doesn’t rely on customer feedback; sustained 

perfection; you can’t think you’re going to fail – you must get it right the first time 

Accountability 

U.S.A. Perspective 

Comfort level, individual – ok to fail and then move forward; individual takes priority and 

responsibility; individual blame, depending on team; transparency – what happened exactly, 

including who was involved; it’s always someone else’s fault – looking for individual source; “I” 

– “I did my part” 

Japan Perspective 

Losing face; team members don’t have final responsibility, manager has final accountability – 

father takes responsibility; prioritizing – focus on everything – all is important; accept 

accountability in group and apologize; team and manager (higher up) is accountable; fix the 

problem v. whose fault is it; who is the big boss – person in charge; fear of failure – public face; 

“we” 
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Courage 

U.S.A. Perspective 

High risk – being outspoken, speak your mind, speak up, speak out against things – the 

individual; doing things right and take chances, risks 

Japan Perspective 

Low risk – meek approach which could be interpreted as lack of courage by U.S.; saying nothing 

is the flower; showing courage with patience – speaking up shows immaturity; courage of group; 

withhold, hold back, hesitate, endurance; team endurance perseverance – women’s soccer team ; 

persistence; management responsible; do as team, don’t stand out, make team look good; go the 

distance 

Respect 

U.S.A. Perspective 

Ask questions, speak up, interactive style, direct; respect is earned-- equality—respect for 

(every) person as an equal; organizational hierarchy at company 

Japan Perspective 

Don’t ask questions, don’t speak up, indirect, giving an out; respect is ascribed – ingrained in 

hierarchy; disagree without offending; be yourself and still be respectful; be more understanding, 

not invasive; perhaps prepare them for what’s coming; gentle – “In all due respect, and I 

apologize ahead of time, but I think you’re full of crap”; perhaps waiting for the right moment; 

one-on-one; consideration 



Reflection on an Intercultural Communication Workshop 

For Japanese Executives: Doing Business with U.S. Americans 

 

53 

 

Appendix B 

 

Japan Pre-training Survey -- Doing Business with U.S. Americans 

Administered by the KEM Intercultural Group 

 

This questionnaire is intended to help develop a customized intercultural communication training 

course for Japanese working with U.S. Americans. It will give you, the participant, an 

opportunity to explore your cultural identity and reflect on your cultural experiences relating to 

U.S. Americans. 

 

1.  What is your job position? 

2.  Have you ever lived outside your country of origin? If yes, where and for how long? 

3.  What languages do you speak? 

4.  How often do you travel to the United States? 

5.  How frequently do you deal DIRECTLY with U.S. Americans, and in what situations? 

6.  What things do you like and enjoy about working with U.S. Americans? 

7.  What aspects of working with U.S. Americans do you find most different or 

challenging? 

8.  What cultural issues or challenges relating to communication with U.S. Americans are 

you facing? Please rank the following from very challenging (1) to least challenging (3). 

a. Motivating or influencing     1 2 3 

b. Negotiating         1 2 3 

c. Decision making       1 2 3 

d. Responsibility or task assignment   1 2 3 

e. Participation among the U.S. A. team  1 2 3 

f. Stereotyping        1 2 3 

g. Conflicts within the global team   1 2 3 

h. Requirements for information    1 2 3  

i. Communication in English     1 2 3 
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9.  Please provide your opinion by ranking the following statements from Highly Disagree 

(1) to Highly Agree (5) 

a. U.S. Americans approach schedules and deadlines with greater importance than 

Japanese do.  1 2 3 4 5 

b. U.S. Americans feel the individual to be more important than the “group”.     1 2 3 

4 5 

c. U.S. Americans believe that work, tasks, and rules are more important than the 

feelings of people.  1 2 3 4 5 

d. U.S. Americans question authority more than Japanese do.  1 2 3 4 5 

e. U.S. Americans are open-minded when solving problems or brainstorming.  1 2 3 

4 5 

f. U.S. Americans speak only in English when working with other cultural groups, 

and don’t consider the needs of non-native speakers.  1 2 3 4 5 

g. U.S. Americans are not very rooted in tradition (future-oriented). 1 2 3 4 5 

h. U.S. Americans are very expressive, direct, and straightforward.  1 2 3 4 5 

i. U.S. Americans often overstep their responsibility and / or interfere in my 

business (or job role.)  1 2 3 4 5 

j. U.S. Americans’ job descriptions and assignments are sometimes ambiguous and 

confusing to me.  1 2 3 4 5 

k. U.S. Americans are very concerned about fairness and equality.  1 2 3 4 5 

l. Getting to the point and asking questions is important to communicate with U.S. 

Americans.  1 2 3 4 5 

m. U.S. Americans’ direct communication style is very challenging / frustrating.  1 2 

3 4 5  

n. U.S. Americans are more concerned with product functionality than with quality.  

1 2 3 4 5 

o. U.S. Americans are not as customer-oriented as Japanese.  1 2 3 4 5 

 

 

10.  What are two or three of the most important issues, concerns, or challenges in working 

and communicating with your U.S. American colleagues that this workshop should 

address for your benefit and for the benefit of your colleagues? 

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

11.  Please add any additional comments, examples, or questions you might have. 

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Thank you for taking the time to complete this survey. We will see you soon in the training. 
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