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 This textbook offers an alternative perspective to look at intercultural communication 

through the lens of interpersonal communication to address that “a person is culture” – a 

definition of culture that goes beyond geographical or physical boundaries such as country, 

continent, race, and ethnicity. The core concepts of this textbook are multiculturalism and 

the person-oriented method. These concepts underline the way to understand people of 

different cultures better. Instead of framing group characteristics, multiculturalism is to 

look inside cultural members to explain people’s behavior as an individual who defines 

himself/herself as a member of many groups simultaneously. The person-oriented method 

is to interact with a person as an individual who possesses all kinds of differences, including 

culture as one kind.

 New communication technologies make the world smaller, but bring greater distance 

between people at the same time. Individual differences become more and more important, 

calling for an attention along with language and cultural differences in intercultural 

communication. This textbook is aimed to build awareness, knowledge, and understandings 

of cultural and individual differences as a strategy to communicate appropriately and 

effectively in intercultural interactions. Throughout the text, a neutral mindset is 

reinforced through a communication perspective that guides readers to overcome difficulties 

resulting from global diversity.
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Communication across Intercultural and Interpersonal Differences is  
written as a textbook for a course related to intercultural communication that 
underlines how culture, communication, and language are interrelated. This text 
is aimed to increase students’ awareness, knowledge, and understandings of 
cultural and individual differences as a strategy to communicate appropriately 
and effectively in intercultural interactions. Throughout the text, students are 
reinforced with a neutral mindset through a communication perspective that 
helps prepare them to overcome difficulties resulting from global diversity.

This book consists of six chapters, with the first three chapters focusing 
on basic theoretical concepts and definitions of key terms and the last three 
chapters emphasizing communication between several cultural groups. Chapter 
1 presents how culture is redefined in this text based on a communication 
approach and how the three terms of culture, communication, and language 
are bound together as intercultural communication. Chapter 2 explains 
communication process, barriers, and multiculturalism strategy while Chapter 
3 discusses cultural influences on use and interpretation of verbal and nonverbal 
communication. Chapters 4 and 5 address an awareness of and how to bridge 
differences in gender and other characteristics, including disabilities and 
stigmatized identities. Lastly, Chapter 6 describes individual and generation 
differences via an interpersonal communication approach as a practice for 
effective intercultural communication. All six chapters stem from the synthesis 
of academic and non-academic resources from language, communication, culture, 
and psychology fields to provide a well-rounded perspective to better understand 
group and individual differences for a fruitful communication in intercultural 
context. 

Lastly, the author would like to express appreciation to Thammasat 
University and Faculty of Liberal Arts for their support, to the reviewers for 
their suggestions, making this text better, and to my family and loved ones for 
their encouragement. Without full support from them, this text would not be 
possible.

Nuchada Dumrongsiri

Department of English and Linguistics
Faculty of Liberal Arts
September 2019
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Chapter 1
Culture, Communication,  Culture, Communication,  

and Languageand Language

Objectives:

1.	 To define culture, communication, and language

2.	 To understand how culture, communication, and language are 

connected as intercultural communication

3.	 To describe cultural dimensions

4.	 To explain how culture influences attitudes, values, and behaviors

Contents:

•	Definitions and Components

•	The interrelationships among communication, language, and culture

•	Cultural Dimensions

•	Culture, Attitudes, and Values



Culture, Communication, Culture, Communication, 
and Languageand Language

Chapter Chapter 11

Chapter Focus

In Chapter 1, key terms, which include culture, communication, and 

language, are defined and then explained how they are connected as intercultural 

communication. Also, another focus of this chapter is on what culture is – to 

be defined commonly and re-defined in this textbook – and how culture is 

classified in dimensions to understand people’s behavior. Lastly, this chapter 

discusses how culture, attitudes, and values influence people with different 

cultural background to behave differently.

Definitions and Components of  
Intercultural Communication

Understanding Key Terms

Culture, communication, and language. When people meet someone 

from different culture, language and communications skills are the first thing 

that plays an important role in initial conversation. Language refers to systems 

of meaning (Lim, 2003) and reflects thoughts and social reality of its speakers 
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(Sapir, 1924/1949; Whorf, 1956). Communication is a process to exchange 

verbal and non-verbal messages to build mutual understanding. The two terms 

are closely related, but the unit of study is different. Language is medium; 

communication is interaction. Language scholars study what people said – text 

and meaning. Communication scholars study how and why people said things –  

behavior and perception.

Another term that comes to play in intercultural setting is culture. Culture 

refers to “an accumulated pattern of values, beliefs, and behaviors shared by an 

identifiable group of people with a common history and verbal and nonverbal 

symbol system” (Neuliep, 2015, p. 470). When considering this definition, the 

key concepts are twofold: (1) things that are shared by cultural group members 

and (2) symbol system or language. In other words, culture and language are 

related. Culture is in language; culture is shared through language. Language 

serves as culture in itself and as a tool to transfer culture.

The statement “culture is in language” means that, when using the host 

language, people can learn the culture that is embedded in it. For example, 

when speaking Thai language, people use polite words to respect older people, 

using “mai saab” (ไม่ทราบ) instead of “mai ru” (ไม่รู้) to mean “I don’t know.” 

Thus, it reflects Thai culture that values seniority. However, people can partially 

learn the host culture in its language. They cannot fully understand the new 

culture from using the language only. For example, non-Thais are aware to value 

seniority when speaking Thai language, but they may not learn all Thai values 

and beliefs that are not reflected in the linguistic aspects such as social manners.

The other statement “culture is shared through language” means that 

language is used as a medium to teach and learn culture among in-group 

members and between ingroup and outgroup. Culture is transferred through 

language and other symbols such as nonverbal behaviors, pictorial signs, and 

artifacts as well as via people’s interaction.
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Re-defining Key Terms

Culture. “One cannot not communicate” is a well-known axiom that 

raises how communication is important in human communication (Watzalawick, 

Beavin, & Jackson, 1967, p.49). It underlines that people communicate all the 

time through their behavior. Behavior is informative, and then communicative. 

When one cannot not communicate, the next question is how one can 

communicate effectively across various kinds of differences between communicators. 

The differences include personal and cultural aspects as well as language. 

Being a good communicator is to understand the statement “a person 

is culture.” Each person is full of differences in terms of internal and external 

layers. The internal layer includes individual differences such as personality, 

beliefs, attitudes, opinions, and preferences. The external layer is tied to group 

belonging such as gender, language, ethnicity, community, and culture. When 

a person is treated as a total culture, a communicator constructs a message 

that is tailor-made for the person with an awareness of his/her various differences. 

What is said is similar to all, but how is said is particular for each person. 

Then, communication is more effective with “the person-oriented method.”

When a person is culture, a definition of culture goes beyond any 

boundaries. Culture is commonly perceived as a construct related to geographical 

or physical limits such as country, continent, race, and ethnicity. Scholars have 

studied Western culture, Asian culture, Chinese culture, Thai culture, and others 

that are defined to geography and physical aspects. In this way, culture is studied 

from the outside border to explain people’s behavior as a group member. For 

example, Thailand tends to be perceived as collectivist or group-oriented culture. 

However, a better way to understand culture is to look inside cultural members 

to explain people’s behavior as an individual who defines himself/herself as “a 

member of many groups simultaneously” – multiculturalism. For example, 

although Thailand values group-oriented behaviors, the caution is that each Thai 

is different in a degree to which collectivism is applied. Some are more collectivist; 

others are more individualist, depending on individual differences and personal 

background.
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In other words, an alternative view to better define culture and 

communication across differences is to readjust a mindset when thinking of 

culture. Culture has been investigated as a group practice to explain a member’s 

behavior. Instead, culture is in each person to reflect collective behaviors of 

each group to which he/she feels belonged. As our society is becoming a digital 

community, new communication technologies, especially social media, connect 

people across time and boundaries and creates a new society online where 

cultures are blended, but differences among people are maintained at the same 

time. Thus, to better understand culture that becomes more complex and explain 

human communication behavior is to shift a focus from collective to individual 

boundaries – from assigned grouping to self-identifying culture.

Culture and communication as intercultural communication. The 

study of communication and culture is to look at the two terms – culture and 

communication – separately and how they are woven together. Communication 

is “the process by which verbal and nonverbal messages are used to create 

meaning” (Frey, Botan, & Kreps, 2000, p.412). Culture serves as “the rules of 

living and functioning in society” (Quintanilla & Wahl, 2017, p.356). These 

rules include values, beliefs, and behaviors shared among members in a certain 

society. When the two terms are combined as cultural communication, several 

perspectives define them in different ways. Anthropology views cultural 

communication as “a process through which cultural difference is expressed and 

constructed” (Philipsen, 2003, p. 35). Literature perspective refers cultural 

communication as speech genres of a society that demonstrate public forms of 

communication interdependent with everyday speech habits of that society’s 

members (Philipsen, 2003). Communication scholars define cultural 

communication as a process of activity to produce shared understandings, shared 

meaning, and coordination among members of a particular society 

(Philipsen,2003). 

Through a communication perspective, culture and communication are 

bounded as “intercultural communication.” The term ‘intercultural’ emphasizes 

an interaction between members of different groups. The interaction refers to 

ongoing communication activities enacted by each communicator to exchange 

messages and create shared meaning and mutual understanding. During the 
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interaction, language, which refers to abstract rules (i.e., phonological, syntactic, 

semantic, pragmatic rules) (Gudykunst, Ting-Toomey, & Schmidt, 1989, p. 145), 

serves as a tool to communicate verbal, nonverbal, textual, and sign messages. 

The communicators encode and decode the messages based on the context 

where culture in each person comes to play for interpretation.

Accordingly, intercultural communication is comprised of three constructs 

that are activated during the interaction: culture, communication, and language. 

Thus, in this text, intercultural communication is defined as “an interaction 

between two ends using verbal and nonverbal language to exchange messages 

and build mutual understanding based on an awareness of individual and 

cultural differences” (see Table 1.1).

Table 1.1 Summary of Three Components in Intercultural Communication

Key Terms Language Communication Culture

Definition System of meaning Process of message 
exchange 

Self-identifying group 
belonging

Function Medium Interaction Interpretation

Unit of 
analysis

What people said 
(text and meaning)

How people said 
(behavior and 
perception)

What, how, and why 
people said (symbol 
system, behavior, and 
perception)

Intercultural Communication:
an interaction between two ends using verbal and nonverbal language to exchange 
messages and build mutual understanding based on an awareness of individual and 
cultural differences
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