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KEY CONCEPTS: UNDERLYING
STRUCTURES OF CULTURE

EDWARD T. HALL 7 MILDRED REED HALL

—_____________——-—-———-———-__——-————-————-——————-__

M alla ¢ aman, o i, T, F/o,(c, L. A. (&as.) (zooL),
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Culture Is Commmunication

cs today, so far as we know, the galaxies

In physi
stndies are all controlled by the same

that one

cording to-its own internal dynamic, its own prin-

ciples, and its own laws—written and unwritten.

Even time and space are unique to each culture.
There. are, however, some commaon threads that
run through all cultures.

It is possible to say that the world of commu-
nication can be divided into three parts: words,
‘2! things, and behavior. Words are the me-

unconsciously (see
Language). This silent language includes a broad

rang= of evolutionary concepts,

hations, understanding the silent language
vides insights into the underiymg principles that

laws. This is not entirely true of the worlds cre-
3wd by bumans. Eachcultural Woﬂﬂ operates ac-’.' |

. sponses

. Culture can be likened to a giant, extraordi-
narily complex, subtle computer. Its programns
guide the actions and responses of human beings
in- every. walk-of ‘life:<Fhis~process Tequires at-
_tention -to: everything -people da to survive, ad-
* vance in the-world, and gain satisfaction from life.
Furthermare,.cultural programs will not work if
crucial steps are omitted, which happens when
people unconsciously apply their own rules to an-

other system.
During the three years we worked on this

but mastery did n:qmre paying close attention to
every detail and several weeks of practice. The

required .
toring, and days of depression and frustration -
when “the darn thing didn’t work.”™ Learning a
new cultural program is infinitely more compli-
cated and requires years of practice, yet there are
many similarities in the learning process.

Cultural communications are deeper and
more complex than spoken or written messages.
The essence of effective cross-cultural COMmmurnica-
tianhasmorztadawithraleasingt}wrighzre-
than with sending the “right” messages. We
tual tools to help our read-

Fast and Slow Messages:
Finding the Appropriate Speed

a; aurlzw.:."lhcseundcﬂyingpﬁndpl‘sm : : .
oot anly inherently interesting ‘but eminently mwmmwmdammmmmmbe
., wl :O:hsorthcj’ .--decodgdandactcdonisanimportant character-

istic of human communication. There are fast and
slow messages. A headline or cartoon, for ex-

coumzries, should find these principles useful at
| ples | amplc,kfast:thcmcaningthatanccnmas&nm

borse and abroad.
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( g | cuvedby Someone accustomed too . be il
{ , | dxﬂ:erentstll::ed The px:oblem is thalt- ;:aecpt::g 1a
, arcaware that information can be sent at diffe -
3 e : rent
i
' L Exﬂmph-ofl?astmtd
” : Slow Messages -
£- .
;J | | .Fast Messages Slow Messages W
. 'Headlines Books
{ A commumque A_n ambassador
- Propaganda Art
| Cartoons. Etchings
[:f . TV.commercials Ty documentary
s Television Print
- ‘Easy familiarity Deep relationships
[ , Manners Culture

- Almost everything in life can be placed some-
where Jalong the fast/slow message-speed spec-
-»¢ trumz:Such things as diplomacy, research, writ-
ing books, and creating art are accomplished in
the slow mode. Buddha, Confucius, Shakespeare,
Goethe, and Rembrapdt all produced messages
that human beings are still deciphering hundreds
of years after the fact. Language is a very slow
- message;.after 4,000 years, human beings are just
{7’ - - beginning to :discover what language is all about:
_{ ’, .- = The same.can beé said of cultyre, which incorpo-
F - - rates multiple styles of “languages” that only re-.
f . Jease messages to those who are willing to-spend
," i’ *. i'the time to ynderstand them.
i - In-essence a person is a slow message; it takes
time to get to know someone well The message
?' is, of course, slower in some cultures than in oth-
‘ers. In the United States it is not too difficult to
.-+ rgetto know 'people‘,quickly ina relatively spperﬁ-
cial way, which is all that mést Americans want.

. - believably friendly” the Americans are. However,

when 'Edward T. Hall studied the subject for the .

I.S. State Department, he discovered a worldwide

WL st

- take a long

.o thereare ‘exceptions;. as.

Foreigners have often commented on how "un-

forming
" mal,

change of deep confidences.

only one kind of friendship—the infor-
superficial kind that does not involve an ex-

_ Conversely, in Europe.personal relationshi
-and . friendships .are highly valued and tend ltjz
: time to solidify. This is largely a func- :
| tion 9f the long-lasting, well-established networks | -

of friends and relati_onships—p}arﬁaﬂaﬂy-among-

the’ French—that gne. finds in Europe.:Although:
ore.dre excep a-rule it will take Ameri-
rinsiongertharitheyrexpectitomeally get to know

e Eﬂrbpeans"lt is difficult,-and:at tirneés may even

: .belmpqssible,- for.a foreigner to break into these

- ‘metworks.: “Nevertheless;: ‘many businesspeople
have found it expedient to take the time and make
the effort to develap genuine friends among their
business associates.

High and Low Context: How Much.
Information Is Enough?

Con tex{t is the information that silrrounds anevent:

it is inextricably bound up with the meaning of
that event. The elements that combine to produce

a given meaning—events and context—are in.dif-
ferent proportions depending on the culture. The
cultures of the world can be compared -on a scale
from high to low context. |

A high context (HC) communication or mes-
sage is one in which most.of the information is
already in the person, while very little is in the
coded, explicit, transmitted part of the message.

A low context (LC).communication is just the

.0pposite:i.e:;.the: gnass;;.oﬂd;&informaﬁon'is

** vested i the-explicit-code: Fwins who have
grown up together can and do communicate
more-economically (HC) than two lawyers in -

, acourtroom during a trial (LC), a mathemati-
qian. programming a computer, two politicians |
drafting legislation, two administrators.writing
a regulgfion. (Edward. T, Hall, 1976) ° '

Japanese, Arabs, and Mediterranean peoples,
who have extensive infarmation networks among
family, friends, colleagues, and clients and who
are involved in close personal relationships, are

!."?
. 3
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Jevel of context,

example, any shift in the level of context is a com-
. munieadon. The shift can be up the scale, in-

ans,

or o do something, The American sp-
- peoach to hife is quite segmented and focuzed ca -
discrete, compartmentulized information; Ameri-
cans need to know what is going to be in what
compartment before they commit themselves. We
axperienced this in Japan when we were asked on
shart potice to provide names of well-placed Japa-
~ tese and Americans t© be participants in & small
But ft confurence. Like most prudent Americans, we
s particular country falls on the high or low side  were reluctant to provide names until we koew
of the scale since every person s influenced by the  what the conference was about and what the tndi~
Contexting performs mulliple functions. For  This scemed logical and reasonable enough to us,

W

dicating & warming of the relstionship, or down  spoasible for the conference. In J:npm the mere

.. - thescale (Jowering the context), .communicating -

. prasence of certain Eudiviusle sadue the grouy

coolness or displeasure—signaling something has  and its activities with authority and status, which
. gone wrong with a relationship. In the United is far more important than the topic of the con.
-States the boss might communicate annoyance to - ference. It is characteristic of high-context, high-

an assistant when he shifts from the high-context, . information societies that anendance at functions

familiar form of address to the low-context, for- - is as much a matter of the prestige associated
.-mal form of address. When this happens the boss . with the function as anything else. This in turn
is telling the subordinate in no uncertain terms . . means that, quite. frequently, invitations to high-

+ . that shewor he has stepped out of line and incurred
- disfavor. In Japan moving the direction of the con-
+text is a source of daily feedback as to how things.

-+ zdevel meetings and conferences 'will be issued on
short notice. It is taken for granted that those in-
vited will eschew all previous commitments if the

aré going.. The day starts with the use of hon-  meeting is important enough. As a general rule
. - .rarifies,sformal forms of address attached to each - --:Americans place greater importance on how Jong -

name, If things are going well the honorifics are ago a commitinent was made, on the agenda, and

- on the relevance of the expertise of different indi-

SR . , » o « Fjﬁt'nm[ng m
dropped .as the day-progresses viduals to the agenda. (For an in-depth discussion

the United States is an artificial attempt at high-
contexting; jt tends to offend ‘Europeans, who
view the use of first names as acceptable only be-

of the Japanese, we refer the readey to the suthors’
Hidden Differences: Doing Business with the Japa-
nese, in the reading list.)

 tween close friends and family. With Europeans, _
one is always safe using a formal form of address, Another example of the contrast between how
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high- and low-context systems work is this: con- -

sider a top American executive working in an of-
fice and receiving a normal quota of visitors, usu-
- ally one at a time. Most of the information that is
<relevant to the job originates from:the few people

7 . & .the'exetitive sees in.the course of the day, as well

as from what she or heteads. This is‘why the ad-
visors and support personnel who ‘surround the
presidents of’American enterprises (as well as the
- president of the United.States) are so important.
- - They-and they.alone -control the content and the

" flow of organizational information to the chief |

executive, . -
Coritrast this with the office of virtually any

" "business executive in:ahiigh-context‘country such

as France or Japan, where information flows freely
and from all sides. Not only are people constantly
coming and going, both seeking and giving in-
' formation, but the entire form: and: function of
the vorganization is centered on gathering, pro-

" . cessing, and disseminating information. Everyone

stays.informed about every aspect of the business’
and knows who is best informed on what subjects.
. In Germany almost everything is low-context
and compartmentalized. The executive office is.
both a refuge and a screen—a refuge for the boss
from- the :distractions of day-to-day office inter-
actions-aid a screen for the emiployees from con-

.. . --«tinual supervision: Information communicated in

. thé office is.not shared éxcept with-a select few—
the exact antithesis of the high-information cul-
tures

on giving them information they don' need. Con-

-versely, low-context:people are- at a loss when
.. high-contéxt people do-not provide enough infor-
.matiori. One “of -the’ great’communications ‘chal-- «
: Jengeés in life is. tofind the appropriate level of

contexting needed -in“each situation. Too much

. information .Jeads people to feel they are being

i+ ¢ talkéd- down'to;* too) little”information -can ‘mys-

.- tify. them .or make them feel left out. Ordinarily,

- people make these-adjustments automatically in

their own country, but in other countries their

messages frequently miss the target. -~
The other side ofthe coin when considering

context level is the apparent paradox that high--

High-context peoplé are apt to become impa- |
tient and irritated when low-context people insist *

context people, such as the French, want to see
everything when evaluating a new enterprise to
which they have not been contexted. Annual re-
ports or tax returns are not enough. Furthermore,
they will keep asking until they ‘get- the-infor-
mation they want. Being high context, the French

- are driven -to make.their own synthesis of the

meanings of the figures. Unlike Americans, thej
feel uncomfortable with someone else’s synthesis,
someone else’s "E.)ottom line.”

* ‘Every living - thing ‘has-a visible: physical bound-

ary—its skin—separatirg it from its external en-
vironment. This visible boundary is surrounded
by -a series of invisible boundaries that are more
difficult to define but are just as real. These other
boundaries begin with the individuals personal
space and terminate with her or his “territory.”

Territoriality

_ Territoriality, an innate characteristic whose roots |

lie hundreds of millions of years in the past, is the
- act of-laying claim-to.and-defending a territory
and is a vital link'in the chain of events necessary

-+ for: survival. In' humans: territoriality is highly

developed and strongly influenced by culture. It
is particularly well developed in the Germans
and the Americans. Americans tend to establish
places that they-label “mine”—a .cook’s feeling
- about a kitchen or-a child’s-view. of her or his bed-
room. In Germany this same feeling of territori-

. +-ality -is: commonly .extended to. all possessions,

-ine¢luding -thevautomobile.<If .2 .Germans car is

" touched, it is as though the individual himself has

been touched. ‘ .
Space also communicates ‘power. A corner

.. ‘office suite in the United States is conventionally

occupied by “the brass,” and a private office in
any location has more status than.a desk-in the
open without walls. In both-German and ‘Ameri-
can business, the top floors are reserved for high-
ranking officials and executives. In contrast, im-

portant French officials occupy a position in the
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middle, surmunded by subordinatm; the empha-
sis there is on occupxing the central position in

an information: netwotk,: where one can stay in-
formed and can control what is happening.

.Personal space is another form of territory. Each
. person. has around him an invisible bubble of

_—— space which- eJtpandss.ﬁnd contracts: depending -
. on -a pumber- of things: the relationship to the. ;. .
people nearby, the person’s emational state, cul- .

tural background, and: the activity being per-

- formed. Few people are-allowed to penetrate this .,
- bit of mobile territory -and then only for short

periods of time. Changes in the bubble brought
about by cramped quarters or crowding cause

people to. feel uncomfortable or aggressive. In -

northern Europe, the bubbles are quite large and
people ke¢p their distance. In southern France,

.Italy, Greece, and Spain, the bubbles get smaller--

and smaller so that the distance that is perceived
as intimate in the north overlaps normal conver-
sational distance in the south, all of which means

v
-~

¢ .o

Unconscious Reactions to Spatial Differences

Spatial changes give toné to communication, ac- |
cent it, and at times even override the spoken
word. As people interact, the flow and shift of dis- .

tance between them is integral to the communi-
‘cation, process. For example, if a- stranger - does

not maintain - “normal” conversational distance
and gets too close, our reaction is automatic——we

. feel uncomfortable,; sometimes -even offended or |

fragrance will trigger a memory, these cues and
their associated behaviors release unconscious re-
sponses, regulating the tone, tempo, and mood of
human transactions.

Since most people don't think about personal
distance as something that is culturally patterned,
foreign spatial cues are almost inevitably misin-
terpreted. This can lead to bad feelings which are
then projected onto the people from the other cul-
ture in a most personal way. When a foreigner ap-
pears aggressive and pushy, or remote and cold, it

. may mean only that her or'his personal distance is
. different from yours. . .

Americans have strong feelings about prox-

. :jmity--and. the -attendant rights, responsibilities,

and obligations associated with being a neighbor.
Neighbors should be friendly and agreeable, cut
their lawns; keep their places up, and do their bit

for the neighborhood. By contrast, in France and

Germany, simply sharing adjacent does
not necessarily mean that people will interact

.. with each other, particularly if they have not met

other cultures.

“Time

. Life on-earth cvolw;dinfrespomc‘m the cycles of

day and night and the ebb and flow of the tides As ~
humans evolved, a multiplicity of internal biclogi-
cal docks also developed. These biological clocks
now regulate maost of the physiological functions

:
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Monochronic time dominates most business
in the United States. While Americans perceive it

tlldzthms nssodM'with daily, monthly, and - as almost in the air they breathe, itis nevertheless
annual cycles. From the beginning humans have & learned product of northern Ruropean culture

.been tied to prowing seasons and were dependent and is therefore arbi '

| trary and impose

-~ the_fm snd rhythms of nature. " chronic time i< an artifact of the industrial revolu-
evolved—one as an expression of our biological

. docks, the other of the solar, lunar, and annual

ofmn'bodics.ltisnotsm'pﬂslng.tbemfore.{hn
human concepts of tiine grew out of the natu-

hour. In spite of the
chronic time now appears o't

_ yclessThese systems will be described under tae |
=+ 47 ‘headings “Time as Stéucture” and “Time.as Colni- . --tal because the great majority 0
tipessystems.

munication.” In the sections that follow we re . upsin monochrodic:tme
strict ourselves to those manifestations of time - .and bells counting off the hours.. |
aﬂtum«-—Switzcrland. Ger-

 that have proved to bestumbling blocks at the cul- Other Western
tural interface. . --mnany, and Scandinavia inpatticular—are domi-
' nated by the iron hand of monochronic time as

well. German and Swiss cultures represent clas-
sic examples of monochronic time. Still, mono-
. . chronic time is not natural time; in fact, it seems
to violate many of humanity’s innate rhythms.

ingmcnﬁontoanddoinganlyooediWul
ﬁme.Pol)duvnkﬁmtmmbdn;mvolvedwith
wydﬁngxaonce.uhdl-ndwumdwm

ling with the time-
h:&Whﬂethe genex-

will be helpful in dea
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Potychwonic Puoph
consider time com-
mitreents an objec-

tive 0 be achicwed,
if possible oo
... arecommittedte’ . .srecwnmittedto - .

not disturbing oth. with those who sre
. erx, follow rules of closely related (fazn-
- privacy and consid-  + fly, friends, close
eralion ' business associates)

. ewerything and everybody. be it business oxr pers
sonal. and they seldom subordinate personal re-
lationshipe o the exigencies of schedules o

It s br ible to know how many millions of
dollars have been lost in international business
because monochronle and polychronic people do
not understand each other or even realize that
two such different time systems exist. The follows
ing example iustrates how difficult it is for these
two types to relate: |

. . -A Prench salesman working for s Prench
comparny that had recently been bought by
Americans found himself with a new Atneri

can manager who expected instant results and

higher profits immediately Because of the em-

-= . people can wailt.

These two opposing
sonal relationships often s furir .
mectings. In French meectings the information
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flow is high, .and one is expected to read
other KEY TERM
people’s thoughts,-intuit the state of then' busi- >

ness, and even garner indirectly what govern- high context monochronic
ment regulations are.in the offing. For the French N CRigxs Hime
and other polychronic/high-context people, a polychronic .

. tight, fixed agcnda can be an encumbrance, even :
an insult to one'siintelligence. Most; if not all, of  DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

those present.have a pretty good idea of wh
t will |
. be discussed beforehand. gThe purpose :f the 1t What kind of misunderstandings tould occur
:meeting . is to.create, consensus. A" rigid agen da between high- and low-contéxt people?
..2. ‘What are some suggestions you;might giveto

md‘mmsus‘@menb:o sit : n
not mix. The. imporiance. 0;3333 :;S.'g&ga}; cg:) r?z; 5 pdopie who morb'tb'g'pﬂmm“ﬁé'h’zv’”mﬁmt
-cannot bg Wmmphasxud. : ~ orientations:to time?
, " | | | - 3. What.are somerommon English sayings that
. ee e e il : reflect 4 monochronictimeerientation £e.g..- .
; time is money, a stitchin time saves nine)?
SELECIED REFERENCES - 4. What advice would you give French inter- | ‘1
Hall, E. T. {1959). The silent language. Garden City, national students-about time management at :
NY: Doubleday. a U.S. university? ’
Hall, E.T. (1976). Beyond culture. Garden Cxty, NY:  -3. Would you characterize your communication , :
- Doubleday Anchor Books. with people whom you've known for a long time .

Hall, E. T. (1987). Hidden differences: Doing business as more low-context or more high-context? - ;

with the Japanese. Garden Cny, NJ: Anchor ' ;
Press /Dcmbleday '
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A COMPARATIV ANALYSIS OF NONVERB /L -

"EXPRESSIONS AS PORTRAYED BY
"KOREAN ANP AMERICAN PRINT-

MEDIA ADYERTISING .

' MI:N-S’UN K

e | ™ . o®

Relatlonshl yBetween Nonwier hal Expressions
' Ac!vertxsmg 1d Culture as Cuy Context

L o e Pnntadverusxgusuallyoonsxstsofv:rbalmd )
.» - nonverbal meésages. According to Millum (1978,

T A pcrsistcnt debate continues about ‘whether* .p. 24) non rbal messages. are clear at.a dm’ o

advertising in nod-Western countries reflects pri- - * facilitate génscious recall, and carry subconscious .

marily the indigenoysculture or Western culture.  messagod most effectively. Research has strongly

Ixh&xcpurposcofthzsstudytoshedfurthcrhght suggeyfed that major cultural differences are in-
o;nthnissue, ~ vestd in nonverbal bchmm,bccauscthcy arc




