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Cross-Cultural 
Communication

◦ What is it?

▪ Cross-cultural communication examines how people 
from different cultures speak, communicate, and 
perceive the world around them

◦ Why it’s important:

▪ Conducting global business

▪ Managing a diverse workforce

▪ Understanding different business customs, beliefs and 
communication strategies



Business Structural Norms

USA France

• Equality is valued
• Management is very 

authoritarian

• Executives may speak with 
lower levels of their 
organization 

• Executives do not speak or 
interact with lower levels of 
their organizations.

• 10% of managers from 
America’s top 200 companies 
come from very rich families

• 70% of the managers of 
France’s top 200 companies 
come from very rich families.

• Low acceptance of power 
differentiation and formal 
hierarchy

• Formal hierarchy is deeply 
embedded in the French 
organizational structures.



Hofstede Dimensions



Hofstede 
Dimensions



Individualism / Collectivism

▪ Individualism = when people define themselves primarily as separate 
individuals and make their main commitments to themselves

▪ Collectivism = characterized by tight social networks in which people 
strongly distinguish between their own groups (in-groups, such as 
relatives, clans and organizations) and other groups



Power Distance

◦ Reflects the extent to which less powerful members of 
organizations accept an unequal distribution of power



Uncertainty Avoidance

◦ Reflects the extent to which people in a society feel 
threatened by ambiguity and therefore try to avoid 
ambiguous situations by providing greater certainty and 
predictability



Masculinity / Femininity

▪ Masculine (Career success) societies – emphasize assertiveness and the 
acquisition of money and things (materialism); while not showing 
particular concern for people (U.S., Japan, Austria)

▪ Feminine (Quality of life) societies – emphasize relationships among 
people, concern for others and the overall quality of life (Scandinavia)

◦ The fundamental issue here is what motivates people, wanting to be the best 
(career success) or liking what you do (quality of life)



Long Term Orientation

▪ Describes how every society has to maintain some links with its own past 
while dealing with the challenges of the present and future. 

▪ “Normative” societies, which score low, prefer to maintain time-honored 
traditions and norms while viewing societal change with suspicion.

▪ Societies which score high take a more pragmatic approach and 
encourage thrift and efforts in modern education as a way to prepare 
for the future.



Indulgence

▪ Describes the extent to which people try to control their desires and 
impulses based on the way they are socialized as small children. 

▪ A tendency toward a relatively weak control over their impulses is 
called “Indulgence”, whereas a relatively strong control over their 
urges is called “Restraint”.



French & 
American 

Comparisons



Approach               
to Life and

Change

American French

▪ Value enthusiasm and 

optimism

▪ Value realism and 

pragmatism

▪ Not uncommon to 

change companies 

and/or jobs every few 

years

▪ More loyal to their 

company

▪ Not well-versed in world 

history, art or political 

events

▪ Well-versed in world 

history, art or political 

events

▪ High level of comfort with 

ambiguity

▪ Favor certainty and do 

not tolerate ambiguity 

well

▪ Positive view of change ▪ Complain all the time; 

enjoy “râler” 



Identity, 
Motivation, 

Respect

American French

Identity and motivation

▪ Competition

▪ Achievement

▪ Social standing

▪ Age

▪ Status

▪ Education

▪ Employment longevity

▪ Family lineage

Respect

▪ Occupation

▪ Performance

▪ Subdued behavior

▪ Tasteful clothes



In the 
Office: 

Meeting 
Norms

American French

▪ Time is structured ▪ Time is flexible and 

unstructured

▪ Used for identifying 

opportunities, strengths, and 

solving potential problems

▪ Used for identifying risks, 

weaknesses, errors, and 

criticism

▪ Tone is efficient, but not 

serious and formal

▪ Tone is low-key, diplomatic 

and serious

▪ Questions are saved for the 

end (no interruptions)

▪ Questions are asked during 

presentations, at times 

destabilizing

▪ Negotiations can appear 

rushed, and decisions are 

made

▪ Decisions made after 

meeting 

• Focus on one task at a time ▪ Prefer multi-tasking



Negotiation 
and Debate 

Norms

American French

▪ Typically minimize or 

avoid conflict

▪ Enjoy prolonging 

negotiations

▪ Focus on positive 

messages 

▪ Direct with a focus on 

what is not working

▪ Debates seen as 

arrogant, aggressive, 

and inappropriate

▪ Strong, open debate or 

confrontation is common 

and healthy

▪ Rarely compromise
▪ Strive to reach a 

consensus

▪ Written and oral 

commitments are serious 

and binding

▪ Written commitments are 

serious, nothing oral is 

really binding 



Topics of Conversation & 
Humor

▪ Love spirited dialogue 

▪ Popular topics:

─ Current events, food, travel,  international politics, art, 

sports, philosophy, and history 

▪ DO NOT discuss:

─ Wealth, occupation, families, or anything personal

▪ Humor

─ Friendly banter, irony and sarcasm (once business 

relationship is set)



Non-Verbal 
Gestures

Gesture American French

“Okay” sign 
with your 
hand

▪ Means perfect or okay ▪ Means “Worthless” or “Zero”

Greeting ▪ Handshake is acceptable 
with family member or 
business partner

▪ Greet friends and family with kisses 
on both cheeks, not in the 
business world.

The 
Handshake

▪ Bold, strong gripped with 
multiple pumps

▪ Quick and light   

Counting 
using the 
Hand

▪ Start with the index finger 
as one and so on and the 
thumb is #5

▪ Start with the thumb as one and 
add from there.

Smiling ▪ Default facial expression 
when walking down the 
street, passing by 
strangers, or greeting 
others

▪ Not used frequently, only when 
there is something to smile about 



American Characteristics 
(as seen by the French)

Most

commonly associated:

▪ Industrious

▪ Energetic

▪ Inventive

▪ Decisive

▪ Friendly

Least

commonly associated:

▪ Lazy

▪ Rude

▪ Honest

▪ Sophisticated



How Americans Are 
Perceived by Others 

Americans . . .

▪ Hide their honest opinions behind political 
correctness 

▪ Are overly positive

▪ Use idiomatic expressions

▪ Like having the best and latest gadgets and 
displaying their wealth openly to others

▪ Act like they know better and look down on other 
people

▪ Talk too loudly and call attention to themselves



How Americans Are 
Perceived by the French 

Americans . . .

▪ Don’t bother to learn any French when in France

▪ Are overweight, eat too much, and are constantly snacking

▪ Are shallow, fake, uneducated, and unrefined

▪ Love to carry guns

▪ Fail to account for other cultures when implementing ideas 
that appear to work well in the US

▪ Tend to be inefficient in spite of being proud of how much 
they work



Interview with Jean-Paul

▪ Lyon  is considered neutral and people from other regions generally 

have no issue with this city

▪ France’s population has grown and is becoming a melting pot

— Over 10% of the French come from northern Africa, the Middle East, and 
Asia

▪ Their favorite subject is food

— French find it odd if people drink wine without eating

▪ The French have 6 weeks of vacation, 35-hour work weeks, and they 

take the full hour or 1.5-hour for lunch

▪ Americans are very familiar, very friendly, and want to establish a 

quick connection

Jean-Paul Bardez is a friend of John’s and 
language translator who lives near 

Marseille.
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