
Part 3
Intercultural Communication



Globalisation has contributed to the 
perception that because we use the 
same consumer products or speak the 
same language, our cultures must be 
similar. As explained in previous 
modules this only focuses on the tip of 
the iceberg. With all intercultural 
communication we must try to 
understand the different meanings 
behind similar behaviours.



Cultural norms play an important role in 
communication. The setting, context and people 
communicating will dictate what is deemed as 
appropriate conversation. However, certain themes 
or underlying principles of life are widely accepted 
throughout the Indo-Pacific region.  For example, 
independence, freedom and the pursuit of 
happiness (and leisure) are important values in 
Australian culture, whereas family loyalty, respect 
for hierarchy and strong relationships are important 
values in many Asian and Pacific cultures.  Let's 
examine some traits that are common to the 
cultures within the Indo-Pacific region, noting that 
'how and when' they are displayed can vary.



Pacific Island societies have traditionally 
been strongly collective and hierarchical

Asian societies have traditionally been 
strongly collective and hierarchical







Different cultures require different styles in which conversational greetings 
may be exchanged. Greetings can differ radically, many times shaped by 
religious beliefs, by different sensitivities to touch and intimacy and the roles 
males and females play in society.

The first time you meet someone from a different culture represents an 
opportunity to show them respect by greeting them appropriately and 
demonstrating some understanding of their culture.



In Western culture there is an underlying assumption of equality, that even people of 
different ranks are basically the same and should be treated in a similar way. Thus, in 
Western culture it is okay to disagree with someone who ranks higher in the social 
hierarchy. However, in Asian cultures, there is the ever-present concept of 'face'.
'Face' refers to the social image, reputation, dignity or honour of a person. Causing 
someone to 'lose face' diminishes their self-respect among peers while 'saving face' 
maintains their self-respect.





Attitudes to time may differ between different cultures. For 
example, being late for an appointment, or taking a long 
time to get down to business, is the accepted norm in 
many countries.

Maria
New Colombo Plan Scholar to the Republic of Vanuatu

“I would say something that was normalised in Vanuatu that shocked me was the idea of "island time". So, over there in Vanuatu, they 
would often show up 30 minutes, one hour, two hours later than the expected time. And at first that was an extremely frustrating experience, 
I remember waiting at USP, which was the University I was studying in. And it took an awfully long time for the lecturer to come.
But it's when you start questioning why is it that they're taking so long, that's when you really understand that it's not because they don't 
care about you. It's actually because there's things that they prioritise, such as family. So, when you start understanding to not take things 
personal, when someone is late, don't take it personal, because there's probably another reason why. And it's probably because in their 
culture, they are prioritising something as more important, such as their health or such as their family.”

“Culture is defined by its values. And I do think that because Vanuatu has such a strong emphasis on family, it does impact their 
perceptions of time as well. What I mean by that is because they value spending time with their family, because they value the wellbeing of 
their family, a lot of the times they will prioritise that over meeting up with you for something that is business related. To them family and 
kinship is at the top of the chain.”



Marcus
New Colombo Plan Scholar to the Republic of Indonesia

“I think there's many differences between the way that individuals operate in Australia 
and Indonesia. Living in Australia, particularly as a university student and a young 
professional, I was very task-focused. I was very driven to reach the next deadline and 
perform the task and get it done, whereas often that came with a sacrifice to some of my 
relationships or to some of my hobbies or things like that. Whereas in Indonesia the 
shift is more toward the community and the family and helping each other. I learned this 
lesson because I'd organised a meeting with one of my professors and for me it was so 
important to be at the meeting on time. However, for my professor it wasn't that 
important.
She arrived about an hour after we'd set the meeting. Now, originally, I was quite 
frustrated by this because it threw out my plans for the rest of the day. And in Australia I 
know that if I was an hour late to a meeting with a professor, I'd probably fail the unit. 
Whereas what I learned afterwards was that that professor was actually helping a 
neighbour fix their sink. And so in her mind it was more important for her to help her 
friend, her neighbour than it was to be on time to a meeting. And I think that illustrates 
the attitude of the Indonesian people when it comes to their priorities.”





Australians are often very direct and brought up to 'not beat 
around the bush' and 'say it like it is'. In contrast for people with a 
high-context/indirect communication style, directness is perceived 
as blunt, rude and uncouth.

Bayan
New Colombo Plan Scholar to the Republic of Indonesia

“Indonesia is an incredibly diverse and multicultural society, it's very pluralistic. In fact each island has its own culture but there are certainly 
some principles that unite Indonesia as a nation. I guess underpinning that, is this notion that "Harmony", the official state ideology of 
"Pancasila" which roughly translates to unity in diversity. Indonesia, although it does have its problems, is a country that strives to uphold these 
principles.
They also are less direct as a people in terms of their communication with others sometimes some of the statements they make or the responses 
they give are ambiguous and I think that's intentionally so because they're not as direct in how they convey information verbally compared to us 
Aussies as we're used to. It's just sometimes you need to rely more on that body language and certain other cues to really try and decipher their 
true intention.”
“And once you get to know Indonesians and you establish that rapport with them and they open up and you realise that they are really curious 
about you and your background. They want to find out what you like about their culture, and find out more about your own as well.
And a lot of people I think might be worried about making mistakes especially in their language learning, but Indonesians as a whole are very 
tolerant of stranger's mistakes. Also, don't be so nervous about offending others in so far that you avoid going places or certain interactions you 
know, because while it is important to consider local etiquette and the norms communicating with Indonesians remember we all make mistakes 
and Indonesians know you're a foreigner, so if you do something that would be considered impolite locally by a local, they are very tolerant of 
your ignorance.”



In most egalitarian, individualistic cultures, there is a preference for a low-context or direct style. In many 
hierarchical, group-oriented cultures, a high-context or indirect style is considered more appropriate.
It's important to recognise the differences between low and high context communication. It is easy to be 
confused or misinterpret someone's communications due to different cultural approaches.

 Low-context culture

In a 'low-context culture' the communication 
style relies heavily on explicit and direct 
language. A person with a low-context/direct 
communication style will make their main 
point first, then provide context, explanation 
and supporting information afterwards. Their 
listening style may match this, so they may 
focus more on the main points as the 
priority.

 High-context culture

In a 'high-context culture' the social context or social 
environment is often more important than the words being 
spoken. Communication is less direct, relying on implicit 
messages and contextual cues to relay information. A 
person with a high-context/indirect communication style 
may start with a historical context or a chain of events 
and their consequences, building up slowly to the main 
point of their message. Their listening style may match 
this, so they may focus more towards the end of another 
person's message as it builds up to the main point, 
paying less attention to what is said at the beginning.





Many individual and egalitarian cultures prefer a direct communication 
style; for example, "yes" means "I understand", "I agree", "I will do it". It is 
interpreted as an affirmative response to whatever question preceded it.
Many hierarchical and group-oriented cultures prefer an indirect style, "yes" 
simply means "I hear you" rather than "I agree with what is said". There is 
ambiguity in the answer and further discussion is considered more 
appropriate.

Bayan
New Colombo Plan Scholar to the Republic of Indonesia

“The meaning of 'yes' does differ in certain contexts in Indonesia. Indonesia is first and foremost a collectivist society and family is 
really the bedrock of all social interaction over there. This concept of face and saving face is central in most Asian cultures and 
Indonesia is no exception there. In Australia we are very direct in what we speak we like to call a "spade a spade" as they say but 
in Indonesia because of this notion of saving face which is really influenced by that collectivist, cultural constructs and structures, 
people might find it difficult, especially to foreigners to say no to certain requests or to certain questions. And so, it's important to 
really look for those other cues and non-verbal cues and body language when communicating with Indonesians.
To get a better understanding of if what you're asking and seeking to know, is appropriate and don't always assume that yes means 
yes you also need to rely a bit on the tone, the context of the question or the statement and other things and in that way we're able 
to more effectively communicate with Indonesian people.”



In hierarchical, group-oriented cultures in 
which the avoidance of conflict is vital for the 
maintenance of strong relationships, 'yes' can 
mean many things:

 'yes'

 'maybe'

 'I hear what you're saying but I don't understand'

 'that's a good idea but there's nothing I can do 

about it'

 'no, but I don't want to say that because it could 

be considered rude and it might impact on our 

future relationship'

 'I agree but I need to discuss it with the elders in 

my community before I can do anything about it'.

One of the main reasons 'yes' can mean so many things 
is because people avoid saying 'no'. 'No' can be a 
confronting word in any culture, leading to conflict and the 
breakdown of relationships. In cultures where 'no' is 
avoided, people will express a negative response in more 
subtle and indirect ways:

 no response

 avoiding the question

 changing the subject

 postponing the answer

 hesitation: "Mmmmm…."





Maria
New Colombo Plan Scholar to the Republic of Vanuatu

“Words are important to be heard and to be listened. But 
there's 
so much more in addition to words that is important when you 
are communicating in Vanuatu. Silences are equally as 
important as the words that someone is saying. Silence can be 
powerful; it can be a way of someone showing you that they're 
listening to you.”

“You will rarely hear someone in Vanuatu butting in and 
injecting their thoughts whilst you were speaking, instead they 
will be quiet and they will be raising their eyebrows for 
example, to show you that they are listening. But silence can 
also be a way of them showing you that they disapprove of 
what you are saying or they disagree, but they don't want to 
cause that cultural clash, so they'll rather be silent about it. 
But you can tell based on the way that they are looking at you 
as well, and that goes with body language as well.”

Laura
New Colombo Plan Scholar to Japan

“So, I think the Japanese are quite renowned for not expressing 
themselves completely verbally. It's everything that's said there's an 
implied meaning or there's some sort of background that you should 
understand and if you don't, then there can be a really hard time 
communicating.”

“I don't think silence is used as a communication method in Japanese, 
but there are a lot of different language aspects called aizuchi which are 
little things that you pepper into your conversation. So like we'd say uhm 
or ahh, there's a whole range of them for Japanese and they all mean 
different things and give a different nuance to a conversation.”

“I think a person's listening style in a conversation, I think it's definitely 
influenced by culture. With the aizuchi or the conversation fillers, they're 
used as a way to indicate that you're actively listening to someone and if 
you sat there silently and did nothing in Japanese, it would be 
considered that you were bored and that it was quite rude.”



There are three common 
approaches to having a 
conversation. 

In Australia, style 1 is the 
preferred style of 
communicating in a 
business context.





Communication research has found that we gain almost 70% of the 
meaning of any interaction from non-verbal behaviour. Non-verbal 
behaviour is even more significant in high-context cultures.
Participants of the New Colombo Plan need to be aware of specific 
behaviours and their meanings in the host country. Here are few 
examples where the use of common Australian gestures could 
impact your overseas experience.

 When you cross your fingers, you may be wishing for 
something special, but in Vietnam, this is an obscene 
gesture, especially when done while looking at or 
addressing another person.

 Touching or patting someone on the head is 
considered rude in parts of Asia. In countries 
such as Thailand, Laos, and Sri Lanka it is 
particularly offensive because as Buddhists, they 
regard the head as the most sacred part of the 
body.

 In the Philippines, curling up your index finger so 
as to signal 'come here' is considered to be very 
offensive. In fact, in most Asian countries this 
gesture is usually only reserved for dogs.

 A quick handshake in Fiji is considered rude and 
insincere.

 Direct eye contact can be considered very invasive in some 
countries such as Japan. Eye contact should remain brief or it 
can be mistaken for aggression and lead to an uncomfortable 
situation.

 When handing over something important in Japan, such as 
business cards and gifts, it is expected that you give and 
receive the object with both hands. Doing otherwise is 
considered disrespectful and insincere.

 The Thai gesture for "come here" is actually similar to what 
Western cultures would use for "go away," with an open palm 
angled down, moving upward and downward repeatedly.

 In Thailand pointing is reserved for addressing inanimate 
objects, and even then, it is more polite to point with your 
entire hand rather than a single finger.





Intercultural 
communication requires 
an understanding that 
different cultures have 
different customs, 
traditions, norms set by 
society, and even 
thought patterns. But 
more, it requires an 
understanding that 
individuals are shaped, 
but not bounded, by 
their cultural 
background.  In simple 
terms, intercultural 
communication will use 
both verbal and non-
verbal techniques –
each play a part in how 
one person understands 
another.



One of the key areas where 
you can be challenged when 
working across cultures and 
tempted to judge negatively, is 
in relation to culturally different 
behaviour. 

It is a common way of dealing 
with behaviour – instead of 
actually describing it and 
saying what people do, we 
more often interpret the 
behaviour according to our 
own values and beliefs, and 
then judge and name it 
accordingly. 

This means that the same 
behaviour can be described in 
very different ways, depending 
on the values and beliefs of its 
different observers.



Dominic
New Colombo Plan Scholar to the Republic of 
Vanuatu

“If you get frustrated due to cultural differences, it's 
good just to take a step back and really put things into 
perspective and really understand, or try to 
understand, why people over there might think 
differently, or what's influenced them throughout 
history or through their religion or through their 
lifestyle. And then, I think, you're able to understand 
why they do things. Or maybe you might never 
understand it, but you just have a better perspective 
and appreciation for it.”

Jai
New Colombo Plan Scholar to Hong Kong

“The best thing to do is to take yourself out of the situation 
that you're currently in and think, breathe, relax and then go 
back out and explore that culture. Because when you're in a 
cultural situation that is vastly different to your own, the best 
thing to do is to learn and engage and to understand the 
rights and wrongs, so that you can better educate yourself to 
grow and to progress into that culture.”

“But you also need to take time for yourself. Accept that 
you're in a completely different culture and you know 
potentially a very foreign world and understand that that's 
OK, respect that you're in that position and then just breathe. 
Take a moment for yourself before you go back out and do it 
again.”



Using knowledge of your culture as a reference point consider 
the following questions:

 What has your culture taught you as the best way to 'get the 
job done’? 

 What parts of your culture have become part of the way you 
do things and what you consider normal?

 Which aspects of your individual personality and culture will 
you have to adapt to suit the host environment?

Note: Before departing on 
your NCP assignment, learn 
as much as you can about 
your host countries' culture –
this will help reduce the stress 
of the different experience.



Let’s review











Congratulations you have completed 
Part 3 – Intercultural Communications
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