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Communication competencies, culture and SDGs:
effective processes to cross-cultural
communication

Stella Aririguzoh'™

Globalization has made it necessary for people from different cultures and nations to interact
and work together. Effective cross-cultural communication seeks to change how messages
are packaged and sent to people from diverse cultural backgrounds. Cross-cultural com-
munication competencies make it crucial to appreciate and respect noticeable cultural dif-
ferences between senders and receivers of information, especially in line with the United
Nations’ (UN) recognition of culture as an agent of sustainable development. Mis-
communication and misunderstanding can result from poorly encrypted messages that the
receiver may not correctly interpret. A culture-literate communicator can reduce mis-
communication arising from a low appreciation of cultural differences so that a clement
communication environment is created and sustained. This paper looks at the United Nations'
recognition of culture and how cultural differences shape interpersonal communication. It
then proposes strategies to enhance cross-cultural communication at every communication
step. It advocates that for the senders and receivers of messages to improve communication
efficiency, they must be culture and media literates.
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Public interest

he United Nations has recognized culture as a causal agent

of sustainability and integrated it into the SDG goals.

Culture reinforces the economic, social, and communal
fabrics that regulate social cohesion. Communication helps to
maintain social order. The message’s sender and the receiver’s
culture significantly influence how they communicate and relate
with other people outside their tribal communities. Globalization
has compelled people from widely divergent cultural backgrounds
to work together.

People unconsciously carry their cultural peculiarities and
biases into their communication processes. Naturally, there have
been miscommunications and misunderstandings because people
judge others based on their cultural values. Our cultures influence
our behaviour and expectations from other people.

Irrespective of our ethnicities, people want to communicate,
understand, appreciate, and be respected by others. Culture lit-
erate communicators can help clear some of these challenges,
create more tolerant communicators, and contribute to achieving
global sustainable goals.

Introduction

The United Nations established 17 Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) in 2015 to transform the world by 2030 through
simultaneously promoting prosperity and protecting the earth.
The global body recognizes that culture directly influences
development. Thus, SDG Goal 4.7 promotes “... a culture of
peace and non-violence, global citizenship and appreciation of
cultural diversity and of culture’s contribution to sustainable
development.” Culture really matters (Seymour, 2007). Sig-
nificantly, cultural cognition influences how people process
information from different sources and suggests policies they may
support or oppose (Rachlinski, 2021). Culture can drive sus-
tainable development (United Nations, 2015; De Beukelaer and
Freita, 2015; Kangas et al., 2017; Heckler, 2014; Dessein et al,,
2015; and Hosagrahar, 2017).

UNESCO (2013, p.iii ; 2017, p.16; 2013a, p. 30) unequivocally
states that “culture is a driver of development,” an “enabler of
sustainable development and essential for achieving the 2030
Agenda” and as “an essential pillar for sustainable development.”
These bold declarations have led to the growth of the cultural
sector. The culture industry encourages economic growth
through cultural tourism, handicraft production, creative indus-
tries, agriculture, food, medicine, and fisheries. Culture is learned
social values, beliefs, and customs that some people accept and
share collectively. It includes all the broad knowledge, beliefs, art,
morals, law, customs, and other experiences and habits acquired
by man as a member of a particular society. This seems to support
Guiso, Paola and Luigi (2006, p. 23) view of culture as “those
customary beliefs and values that ethnic, religious, and social
groups transmit fairly unchanged from generation to generation.”
They assert that there is a causality between culture and economic
outcomes. Bokova (2010) claims that “the links between culture
and development are so strong that development cannot dispense
with culture” and “that these links cannot be separated.” Culture
includes customs and social behaviour. Causadias (2020) claims
that culture is a structure that connects people, places, and
practices. Ruane and Todd (2004) write that these connections
are everyday matters like language, rituals, kingship, economic
way of life, general lifestyle, and labour division. Field (2008)
notes that even though all cultural identities are historically
constructed, they still undergo changes, transformation, and
mutation with time. Although Barth (1969) affirms that ethnicity
is not culture, he points out that it helps define a group and its
cultural stuff. The shared cultural stuff provides the basis for
ethnic enclosure or exclusion.

The cultural identities of all men will never be the same
because they come from distinctive social groups. Cultural
identification sorts interactions into two compartments: indivi-
dual or self-identification and identification with other people.
Thus, Jenkins (2014) sees social identity as the interface between
similarities and differences, the classification of others, and self-
identification. He argues that people would not relate to each
other in meaningful ways without it. People relate both as indi-
viduals and as members of society. Ethnicity is the “world of
personal identity collectively ratified and publicly expressed” and
“socially ratified personal identity” (Geertz, 1973, p. 268, 309).
However, the future of ethnicity has been questioned because
culture is now seen as a commodity. Many tribal communities are
packaging some aspects of their cultural inheritances to sell to
other people who are not from their communities (Comaroff and
Comaroff, 2009).

There is a relationship between culture and communication.
People show others their identities through communication.
Communication uses symbols, for example, words, to send
messages to recipients. According to Kurylo (2013), symbols
allow culture to be represented or constructed through verbal and
nonverbal communication. Message receivers may come from
different cultural backgrounds. They try to create meaning by
interpreting the symbols used in communication. Mis-
communication and misunderstanding may arise because sym-
bols may not have the same meaning for both the sender and
receiver of messages. If these are not efficiently handled, they may
lead to stereotyping, prejudice, and discrimination. Monaghan
(2020), Zhu (2016), Holmes (2017), Merkin (2017), and Samovar
et al. (2012) observe that inter-cultural communication occurs
between people from different cultural groups. It shows how
people from different cultural backgrounds can effectively com-
municate by comparing, contrasting, and examining the con-
sequences of the differences in their communication patterns.
However, communicating with others from different cultural
backgrounds can be full of challenges, surprises, and re-learning
because languages, values, and protocols differ. Barriers, like
language and noise, impede communication by distorting,
blocking, or altering the meaning.

Communication patterns change from one nation to the next.
It is not uncommon, for example, for an American, a Nigerian, a
Japanese national, or citizens of other countries to work together
on a single project in today’s multi-cultural workplace. These men
and women represent different cultural heritages. Martinovski
(2018) remarks that both humans and virtual agents interact in
cross-cultural environments and need to correctly behave as
demanded by their environment. Possibly too, they may learn
how to avoid conflicts and live together. Indeed, Garcia-Carbonell
and Rising (2006, p. 2) remark that “as the world becomes more
integrated, bridging the gap in cultural conflicts through real
communication is increasingly important to people in all realms
of society.” Communication is used to co-ordinate the activities in
an organization for it to achieve its goals. It is also used to signal
and order those involved in the work process.

This paper argues that barriers to cross-cultural communica-
tion can be overcome or significantly reduced if the actors in the
communication processes become culture literates and competent
communicators.

Statement of the problem

The importance of creating and maintaining good communica-
tion in human society cannot be overemphasized. Effective
communication binds and sustains the community. Cross-
cultural communication problems usually arise from confusion
caused by misconstruction, misperception, misunderstanding,
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and misvaluation of messages from different standpoints arising
from differences in the cultures of the senders and receivers of
messages. Divergences in cultural backgrounds result in mis-
communication that negatively limits effective encrypting,
transmission, reception, and information decoding. It also hin-
ders effective feedback.

With the rapid spread of communication technologies, no
community is completely isolated from the rest of the world.
Present-day realities, such as new job opportunities and globali-
zation, compel some people to move far away from their local
communities and even their countries of origin to other places
where the cultures are different. Globalization minimizes the
importance of national borders. The world is no longer seen as a
globe of many countries but as a borderless entity (Ohmae, 1999)
and many markets (Levitt, 1983) in different countries with dif-
ferent cultures. As a matter of necessity, people from other
countries must communicate.

The United Nations (2015) recognizes culture’s contribution to
sustainable development and promotes local cultures in devel-
opment programmes to increase local population involvement.
Despite the United Nations’ lofty ideals of integrating culture into
development, culture has hindered development at different
levels. Interventions meant to enhance development are some-
times met with opposition from some people who feel that such
programmes are against their own culture.

Gumperz (2001, p. 216) argues that “all communication is
intentional and grounded in inferences that depend upon the
assumption of mutual good faith. Culturally specific pre-
suppositions play a key role in inferring what is intended.” Cross-
border communications reflect the kaleidoscope of the diverse
colours of many cultures, meeting, clashing, and fusing. Like
Adler (1991, p. 64) observes, “foreigners see, interpret, and
evaluate things differently, and consequently act upon them dif-
ferently.” Diversities in culture shape interpersonal communica-
tion. Yet the basic communication process is the same
everywhere. It is in these processes that challenges arise. There-
fore, this study seeks to examine how each of these steps can be
adapted to enhance cross-cultural communication, especially in
today’s digitized era of collapsing cultural boundaries. Barriers to
cross-cultural communication can be significantly reduced if the
actors in the communication processes become culture literates
and competent communicators.

Study objectives
The objectives of this study are

1. To examine United Nations efforts to integrate culture into
sustainable development.

2. To suggest modifications to each communication process
step to improve effective cross-cultural communication.

Literature review
Some authors have tried to link culture, communication, and
sustainable goals.

The need to know about people’s culture. There are compelling
reasons to learn about other people’s cultures.

e Cultural literacies: Difficulties in cross-cultural commu-
nication can be reduced when senders of messages
understand that the world is broader than their ethno-
centric circles. It demands that senders of messages know
that what they believe may not always be correct when
communicating with receivers of these messages who are
from different cultures. Logical reasoning will expect

increased exposure to different cultures to increase under-
standing. When people of different groups communicate
frequently, it is anticipated that they should understand
each other better. This is what Hirsch (1987) labels as
cultural literacy. In the ordinary course of things, common
knowledge destroys mutual suspicion and misinterpreta-
tion that often generate conflicts.

e To protect the earth: It is essential to point out that at “the
most global level, the fate of all people, indeed the fate of
the earth, depends upon negotiations among representa-
tives of governments with different cultural assumptions
and ways of communicating” (Tannen, 1985, p. 203). If the
world is to be protected, it is necessary to understand other
peoples’ cultures who live and interact with us at different
fronts and in this same world. The world is still our haven.
Nevertheless, Vassiliou et al. (1972) find that increased
exposure can increase people’s mutual negative stereotyp-
ing. Tannen (1985, p. 211) remarks that stereotypes of
ethnic groups partly develop from the poor impressions
that people from other cultures have about the natives
because they hold different meanings for both parties.
Stereotyping is detrimental to cross-cultural communica-
tion, and its dismissal is necessary for any successful cross-
cultural exchange.

o Spin-offs from globalization: Bokova (2013) observes that
globalization transforms all societies and brings culture to
the front. She remarks that communities are increasingly
growing diverse and yet interconnected. The spin-offs from
globalization open great doors for exchanges, mutual
enrichment of persons from different cultures, and pictures
of new worlds.

The dynamics of cross-cultural communication. Different cul-
tures emphasize different values. The emphasis on one value by
one culture may lead to difficulties in cross-cultural communica-
tion with another person who does not see that particular value in
the same light, for example, timeliness. It is crucial to note Sapir’s
(1956, p. 104) insistence that “every cultural pattern and every
single act of social behaviour involves communication in either an
explicit or implicit sense.” Even though Hofstede (2005, p. 1)
comments that “cultural differences are nuisance at best and often
a disaster,” UNESCO (1998, 1999) recognizes cultural diversity as
an “essential factor of development” and an issue that matters.
This makes cultural diversity a blessing rather than a disaster. The
various shades of cultural values influence how we behave and
communicate with others outside our cultural environment. Our
ideals and biases also influence communication.

Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner (1997) developed a
culture model with seven dimensions. They are universalism
versus particularism (rules versus relationships); individualism
versus communitarianism (the individual versus the group);
specific versus diffuse (how far people get involved); neutral
versus emotional (how people express emotions); achievement
versus ascription (how people view status); sequential time versus
synchronous time (how people manage time); and internal
direction versus outer direction (how people relate to their
environment). These cultural models signify how people from
these areas communicate. People from different backgrounds may
have difficulties communicating as their values may be sig-
nificantly different. A good communicator must take note of this
distinctiveness in values because they impact the communication
processes. For example, a person who is particular about
upholding written rules may not be interested in knowing who
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the culprit is before administering sanctions. But the other person
interested in maintaining a good relationship with others may re-
consider this approach.

Hofstede (1980) identifies five significant values that may
influence cross-cultural communication:

i

il

iii.

Power distance: This is the gap between the most and the
least influential members of society. People from different
cultures perceive equality in various ways. The social
hierarchy or status determines where individuals are placed.
Status is conferred by inheritance or by personal achieve-
ment. Some cling to societal classification and its hierarchy
of power. Others value and cherish the equality of all
people. Yet, other cultures see other people as dependents
and somehow inferior beings. A king in an African
community is seen as far more powerful and important
than his servants, who are expected to pay obeisance to
him. Most countries in Europe are egalitarian. Arabic and
Asian countries are high on the power index.
Individualism versus collectivism: This explains the extent to
which members of a particular culture value being seen
first, as individuals or as members of a community. As
individuals, they are entirely held accountable for their
errors. They are also rewarded as individuals for their
exploits. However, in some cultures, the wider community
is involved. Suppose a person makes an inglorious error.
The whole community where that individual comes from
shares in it. The same goes if he wins laurels and awards.
The individual does not exist primarily for himself. African,
Japanese, Indian, and most Asiatic nations follow the
collective approach. A Chinese man has his Guanxi or
Guanshi. This is his network of influential and significant
contacts that smoothen his business and other activities
(Yeung and Tung, 1996). He succeeds or fails based on his
personal relationships. In other words, the basis of business
is friendship. This is clear evidence of collectivism. Most
people from America and Europe are individualistic. It
must be pointed out that personal values mediate both
community and individualistic spirit. Trompenaars and
Hampden-Turner’s communitarianism vs. individualism
appears very similar to this Hofstede’s individualism/
collectivism orientation. The information receiver who
values his individuality will be offended if he is seen as just
a group member or if his negative performance on the job is
discussed openly. The message sender who appreciates his
subordinates would send personalized messages and expect
their feedback.

Uncertainty avoidance: This shows the degree to which a
particular culture is uncomfortable with uncertainties and
ambiguities. Some cultures avoid or create worries about
how much they disclose to other people. A culture with
high uncertainty avoidance scores wants to avoid doubts by
telling and knowing the absolute truth in everything. For
them, everything should be plainly stated. When situations
are not like this, they are offended, worried, and intolerant
of other people or groups they feel are hiding facts by not
being plain enough. Hofstede and Bond (1988) write that
this trait is very peculiar to western Europeans. This means
that people from countries like Greece, Turkey, and Spain
are very high on uncertainty avoidance. Communication
between people with high or low uncertainties may be
hindered. Some people may appear rude and uncouth
because of their straightforward ways of talking. Some
Africans may see some Americans and people from Europe
as too wide-mouthed because they feel they do not use
discretion in talking. They say things they may prefer to

iv.

Vi.

Vii.

keep silent about and hide from the public’s ears. On the
other hand, some Americans may see some Africans as
unnecessarily secretive. Trompenaars and Hampden-Turn-
er’s (1997) universalism/particularism explains why some
cultures insist on applying the rule of law no matter who
the offender is.

Masculinity/feminity roles: Hofstede (2001) defines mascu-
linity as society’s preference for success, heroism, assertive-
ness, and material rewards for success. Conversely,
femininity is seen as the preference for co-operation,
diffidence, caring for the weak and quality of life. The male-
female contradiction affects communication. Females are
expected to be meek homemakers that tend and nurture
their family members. Like Sweden and Norway, cultures
that favour females do not discriminate between the sexes.
Japan and Nigeria have cultures that are predominantly
masculine in orientation. Competitive and aggressive
females are frowned at and seen as social deviants. In the
other cultures where females are more favoured, a man may
land in court and face public condemnation for domestic
violence. Hofstede (1998) believes that how different
cultures see the male/female roles influence how they treat
gender, sexuality, and religion.

Long-time orientations: A particular society accepts some
degree of long or short associations. Japanese culture scores
high in long-term orientation values, commitments, and
loyalty. They respect tradition, and therefore, changes in
their society take a longer time to happen. Cultures with
low long-term orientation do not value tradition much, nor
do they go out of their way to nurture long-standing
relationships. Literally, changes occur in rapid succession.
There appears to be more attachment to the pursuit of
immediate self-satisfaction and simple-minded well-being.
Baumeister and Wilson (1996, pp. 322-325) say that
meaning comes from a sense of purpose, efficacy, value,
and a sense of positive self-worth. Thus, if you commu-
nicate with somebody with a short-term orientation, you
may think that he is too hasty and intemperate, while he
may feel that you are too sluggish and not ready to take
immediate action.

Hall (1983) introduces two other factors:

Time usage: Some cultures are monochronic, while others
are polychronic. Monochronic cultures are known for
doing one thing at a time. Western Europe is monochronic
in time orientation, as illustrated by the familiar adage that
says, “There is a time and place for everything!” Persons
from this cultural background are very punctual and strictly
adhere to plans. They are task-oriented. Polychronic
cultures schedule multiple tasks simultaneously, even
though there may be distractions and interruptions while
completing them. Plans may often change at short notice.
Such different time management and usage may constrict
effective communication. A London business entrepreneur
will find it difficult to understand why his business partner
from Nigeria may be thirty minutes late for a scheduled
meeting. The answer is in their perception of time. Some
Nigerians observe what is referred to as African time, where
punctuality is tacitly ignored.

Low and high context: This refers to how much a culture
depends on direct or indirect verbal communication.
According to Hall (1976), low context cultures explicitly
refer to the topic of discussion. The speaker and his
audience know that the words mean exactly what they say.
In high context cultures, the meanings of words are drawn
from the context of the communication process. The words
may never mean what they say. For example, the sentence: I
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have heard. In the low context culture, it merely means that
the listener has used his ears to listen to what the speaker is
saying. In the high context culture, the listener knows more
than what the speaker is saying and may be planning
something unpleasant. Europeans and North Americans
have low contexts. African and Asian nations have high
contexts.

Vaknin (2005) brings in another value:

Exogenic and endogenic: This shows how people relate to
their environment. Deeply exogenic cultures look outside
themselves to make sense of life. Hence, they believe in God
and His power to intervene in the affairs of men. Endogenic
cultures draw on themselves when searching for the
meaning of life. They think they can generate solutions to
tackle the problems facing them. While the endogenic
person may exert himself to find a solution to a challenge,
his exogenic partner may believe that supernatural help will
come from somewhere and refuses to do what is needed. Of
course, this provides a problematic platform for effective
communication.

Viii.

The United Nations’ sustainable development goals and cul-
ture. The United Nations recognizes that culture is implicitly
crucial to the achievement of the SDGs. No meaningful devel-
opment can occur outside any cultural context because every
person is born into a culture. To a large extent, our cultural
foundations determine what we do and how we see things.
Therefore, culture must be integrated into sustainable develop-
ment strategies. Some specific goals’ targets acknowledge that
culture drives development. Sustainable development revolves
around economic, social, and environmental objectives for peo-
ple. These goals are implicitly or explicitly dependent on culture
because culture impacts people.

There are 17 Sustainable Development Goals. However, there
are four specific ones that refer to culture are:

e SDG 4 focuses on quality education
e Target 4.7

By 2030, ensure that all learners acquire the knowledge and
skills needed to promote sustainable development, includ-
ing, among others, through education for sustainable
development and sustainable lifestyles, human rights,
gender equality, promotion of a culture of peace and
non-violence, global citizenship and appreciation of
cultural diversity and of culture’s contribution to sustain-
able development

In other words, quality education is most effective if it responds
to a place and the community’s cultural context and exactitudes.
This target hinges on education promoting peace, non-violence,
and cultural diversity as precursors to sustainable development.
Encouraging respect for cultural diversity within acceptable
standards facilitates cultural understanding and peace.

e SDG 8 focuses on decent work and economic growth
e Target 8.9

By 2030, devise and implement policies to promote
sustainable tourism that creates jobs and promotes local
culture and products

Strengthening trade in cultural goods and services will provide
growth impetus for local, national, and international markets.
These will create employment opportunities for people whose
work revolves around cultural goods. Cultural tourism generates

revenues that improve the economy. In this sense, culture
facilitates the community’s well-being and sustainability.

e SDG 11 focuses on sustainable cities and communities
e Target 114

Strengthen efforts to protect and safeguard the world’s
cultural and natural heritage

When our cultural heritage is carefully managed, it attracts
sustainable investments in tourism. The local people living where
this heritage is domiciled ensure that it is not destroyed and that
they themselves will not damage the heritage areas.

e SDG 12 focuses on responsible consumption and
production
e 12D

Develop and implement tools to monitor sustainable
development impacts for sustainable tourism that creates
jobs and promotes local culture and products

Several indigenous livelihoods and crafts are built on local
knowledge and management of the ecosystem, natural resources,
and local materials. If natural resources are depleted, production
will be endangered. Local livelihoods that utilize low technology
and energy generate less waste and keep their environment free
from pollution. In other words, proper management of the
ecosystem prevents biodiversity loss, reduces land degradation,
and moderates adverse climate change effects. Where there are
natural disasters, traditional knowledge already embedded in the
people’s culture helps them become resilient.

Theoretical framework. The social construction of reality is
hinged on the belief that people make sense of their social world
by assembling their knowledge. Scheler (1960) labels this
assemblage the Sociology of Knowledge. Berger and Luckmann
(1966, p.15) contend that this “knowledge is concerned with the
analysis of the social construction of reality.” Social construction
theory builds on peoples’ comprehension of their own life
experiences. From there, people make assumptions about what
they think life is or should be. Young and Collin (2004) present
that social constructionism pays more attention to society than
individuals. Communities determine what they feel is acceptable.
What is widely accepted by a particular community may be
unacceptable to other people who are not members of this group.
Therefore, people see an issue as good or bad based on their
group’s description. Thus, what is a reality in Society A may be
seen as illegal in Society B. Berger and Luckmann (1966) claim
that people create their own social and cultural worlds and vice
versa. According to them, common sense or basic knowledge is
sustained through social interactions. These, in turn, reinforce
already existing perceptions of reality, leading to routinization
and habitualization. Berger and Luckmann (1991) say that dia-
logue is the most important means of maintaining, modifying,
and reconstructing subjective reality.

Burr (2006) writes that the four fundamental tenets of social
constructionism are: a critical instance towards taken-for-granted
knowledge, historical and cultural specificity; knowledge sus-
tained by social processes; and that knowledge and social action
go together. This taken-for-granted knowledge is a basic
common-sense approach to daily interactions. Historical and
cultural specificities look at the peculiar but past monuments that
have shaped the particular society. Knowledge is created and
sustained by socialization. Good knowledge improves the
common good. However, whoever applies the knowledge he has
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acquired wrongly incurs sanctions. This is why convicted
criminals are placed behind bars.

Social constructions exist because people tacitly agree to act
as if they do (Pinker, 2002). Whatever people see as realities are
actually what they have learnt, over long periods, through their
interactions with their society’s socialization agents such as the
family, schools and churches. Cultural realities are conveyed
through a language: the vehicle for communication. Language
communicates culture by telling about what is seen, spoken of,
or written about. However, groups construct realities based on
their cultures. The media construct realities through the
production, reproduction, and distribution of messages from
which their consumers give meaning to their worlds and model
their behaviours.

The method of study
The discourse analysis method of study is adopted for this work.
Foucault (1971) developed the ‘discursive field’ to understand the
relationships between language, social institutions, subjectivity,
and power. Foucault writes that discourses relate to verbalization
at the most basic level. The discursive method explores the
construction of meanings in human communication by offering a
meaningful interpretation of messages to enhance purposeful
communication. Discourse analysis examines how written, or
spoken language is used in real-life situations or in the society.
Language use affects the creation of meaning; and, therefore,
defines the context of communication. Kamalu and Isisanwo
(2015) posit that discourse analysis considers how language is
used in social and cultural contexts by examining the relationship
between written and spoken words. Discourse analysis aims to
understand how and why people use language to achieve the
desired effect. The discursive method explores the construction of
meanings in human communication by offering a meaningful
interpretation of messages to enhance purposeful communica-
tion. Gale (2010) says that meaning is constructed moment by
moment. Garfinkel (1967) explains this construction as the
common-sense actions of ordinary people based on their practical
considerations and judgments of what they feel are intelligible
and accountable to others. According to Keller (2011), a peoples’
sense of reality combines their routinized interactions and the
meanings they attach to objects, actions, and events. It is in this
understanding of the natural use of language that some barriers to
effective cross-cultural communication can be reduced.
Messages may assume different meanings in different situa-
tions for other people. These meanings affect social interactions.
They either encourage or discourage further human commu-
nication. As Katz (1959) has written, interpersonal relationships
influence communication. To make meaning out of messages and
improve human relationships, it is necessary to understand that
content and context may not represent the same thing to people
in different situations. Waever (2004, p. 198) states that “things
do not have meaning in and of themselves, they only become
meaningful in discourse.” Since people’s perspectives are differ-
ent, it becomes extremely difficult to form a rigid basis on specific
ideas. Ideas are discussed on their merits. Discursive analysis
inspects the ways individuals construct events by evaluating
language usage in writing, speech, conversation, or symbolic
communication (Edwards, 1997; Harre and Gillet, 1994). Lan-
guage is the carrier of culture. According to Van Dijk (1995, p.
12), this approach is used to study descriptive, explanatory, and
practical issues in “the attempt to uncover, reveal or disclose what
is implicit, hidden or otherwise not immediately obvious in
relations of discursively enacted dominance or their underlying
ideologies.” The media play fundamental roles in the processes of
constructing or reconstructing reality. They can do these because

6

of Aririguzoh’s (2004) observation that the press impacts the
political and socio-cultural sub-systems.

Culture at the international galleries. The affairs of culture came
into international prominence at the UNESCO’s World Con-
ference on Cultural Policies held in Mexico in 1982. This con-
ference gave a broad definition of culture to include “the whole
complex of distinctive spiritual, material, intellectual and emo-
tional features that characterize a society or social group. It
includes not only the arts and letters but also modes of life, the
fundamental rights of the human being, value systems, traditions
and beliefs” (UNESCO, 1982, p. 1).

The United Nations World Commission on Culture and
Development, led by J. Perez de Cuellar, published our Creative
Diversity’s Landmark Report (UNESCO, 1995). This report points
out the great importance of incorporating culture into develop-
ment. Although the Commission recognizes cultural diversities, it
sees them as the actual vehicles driving creativity and innovation.
During the World Decade on Culture and Development
(1988-1998), UNESCO stepped up again to campaign for greater
recognition of culture’s contribution to national and international
development policies. In 1998, Stockholm hosted an Inter-
governmental Conference on Cultural Policies for Development.
Its Action Plan on Cultural Policies for Development reaffirmed
the correlation between culture and development (UNESCO,
1998). In 1999, UNESCO and the World Bank held the Inter-
governmental Conference, Culture Counts, in Florence. Here,
‘cultural capital’ was emphasized as the tool for sustainable
development and economic growth (UNESCO, 1999).

The United Nations General Assembly adopted the 2005
World Summit Outcome Document. Here, cultural diversity was
explicitly admitted as a contributor to the enrichment of
humankind. The United Nations General Assembly Resolutions
on Culture and Development adopted in 2010 and 2011 (65/166
and 66/208) recognize culture as an “essential component of
human development” and “an important factor in the fight
against poverty, providing for economic growth and ownership of
the development processes.” These resolutions called for the
mainstreaming of culture into development policies at all levels.
The UN System Task Team on the Post 2015 Development
Agenda issued a report, Realizing the Future We Want for All
(2012, p. ii), with a direct charge that culture has a clear role to
play in the “transformative change needed for a rights-based,
equitable and sustainable process of global development.”
Paragraph 71 of the report declares:

It is critical to promote equitable change that ensures
people’s ability to choose their value systems in peace,
thereby allowing for full participation and empowerment.
Communities and individuals must be able to create and
practice their own culture and enjoy that of others free from
fear. This will require, inter alia, respect for cultural
diversity, safeguarding cultural and natural heritage,
fostering cultural institutions, strengthening cultural and
creative industries, and promoting cultural tourism (p. 33).

In 2005, the Convention on the Protection and Promotion of the
Diversity of Cultural Expressions member states agreed that cultural
diversity “increases the range of choices and nurtures human
capacities and values. Therefore, it is a mainspring for sustainable
development for communities, peoples and nations” (UNESCO,
2005, p. 1). The Convention reiterated the importance of the link
between culture and development. UNESCO also steers an
International Fund for Cultural Diversity to promote sustainable
development and poverty reduction among the developing and least
developed countries that are parties to the Convention.
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UN Resolution 2347 of 2017 focuses exclusively on protecting
cultural heritage and its necessity for peace and security. This
Resolution brings a thorough awareness of culture’s role as a
source of stability, inclusion, driver of reconciliation, and
resilience. This Resolution reinforces Resolution 2199, adopted
in February 2015, partly to fight against international terrorism
financing and prohibit the illicit trafficking of cultural goods from
Iraq and Syria.

Communication processes for overcoming difficulties in
cross-cultural communication

The primary risk in cross-cultural communication is distortion,
which creates misunderstanding or even misrepresentation of the
conveyed information. Baumgratz (1990, pp. 161-168) shares the
opinion that relevant cultural dimensions of what he calls a social
communication situation should be mapped out for individuals or
groups who are from different nations or cultural origins but who
have realized the need to contribute to the achievement of social,
institutional, organizational, group, and personal aims. The tac-
tics to overcome difficulties in cross-cultural communication lie
in the communication processes. Any of the steps can become a
barrier since culture influences the behaviour of both senders and
receivers of messages. Barriers impede communication by dis-
torting, blocking, or creating misunderstandings. Hence, it is
necessary to create an enabling environment that will make
communicating easier. Each of the communication steps can be
strategized to enhance communication.

The sender. He is the source or initiator of the message. He can
be a person or an organization. If the sender is a person, Malec
(2018) refers to him as the carrier of intangible culture and the
creator of the tangible ones. Messages are conveyed through
spoken or written words. Nevertheless, messages can also be non-
verbal. The encoding includes selecting words, symbols, or ges-
tures in composing a message. The sender should encrypt,
transfer meaning, or package his messages in ways that the
receivers can access them. He should use symbols that the
receiver would comprehend. The first thing he should do is use a
language that his receiver understands. For example, it is useless
to send a message written in English to another person who only
understands French. Not only is the effort wasted, but it might
also generate hostility. In Nigeria, Mexican soaps are freely wat-
ched. However, their producers avoided the obvious language
challenge by dubbing in English voice-overs.

Words mean different things in different languages. For
example, a British boss would answer yes to a question. However,
his American subordinate would answer, yeah. The boss would
think that he is disrespectful and impolite. Meanwhile, the
American employee would be bewildered by the boss’s apparent
coldness. British people use words that have different meanings
from their American counterparts. For example, the word, pant,
means underwear to a Briton but a pair of trousers to an
American. The Englishman may still run into trouble with other
nationals because his words have different meanings to these
listeners. For example, the English phrase fart means a different
thing among the Danish. For them, the word means speed! The
English word gift means poison in German. If an Englishman calls
somebody a brat, his Russian friend will conclude that he is
calling him his brother, which is what the word means in his
language. Igbo children of south-eastern Nigeria call the hawk
leke. But for the Yorubas in the southwest, this is the name given
to a male child.

The sender, too, must know that even body language may
mean different things. He should not assume that non-verbal
messages mean the same in every part of the world. In Japan,

nodding the head up and down means disagreement. In Nigeria,
it means the opposite. Even though his own culture invariably
influences the message’s sender, he should understand that his
message is intended for a cross-cultural audience. He must also
realize that the contents are no longer meant for ethnic
communities defined by geographical locations but for an
audience connected by frequent interactions that are not
necessarily in the same physical place. A message sender that
values esprit de corps will incorporate this into his messages by
telling them that the laurel does not go to any person in particular
but to the winning team. He thus encourages everybody to join in
to win, not as individuals but as members of a group. If he is high
on doubt avoidance, he makes his messages very direct and
unambiguous and leaves no room for misinterpretation. How-
ever, a male sender who wants to assert his masculinity may wish
to sound harsh. The sender who regularly attends church services
may unconsciously put some words of Scripture in his messages
because of his exogenic roots. The sender with monochronic
orientation will send one message and expect the task to be
completed as scheduled. His linear cultural background will be
offended if the result is the contrary. Similarly, the sender who
places a high value on rules and regulations would send messages
of punishment to those who break them but reward those who
keep them without minding his relationships with them. An
effective sender of messages to a cross-cultural society should
state his ideas clearly, offer explanations when needed, or even
repeat the whole communication process if he does not get the
appropriate feedback.

Message. This is the information content the sender wants to
share with his receivers. These include stories, pictures, or
advertisements. He should carefully avoid lurid and offensive
content. A French man may see nothing wrong in his wife
wearing a very skimpy bikini and other men ogling at her at a
public beach. His counterpart from Saudi Arabia will be upset if
other men leer at his wife. In addition, the wife would be sanc-
tioned for dressing improperly and appearing in public. If a
person has a message to share with others from a different cul-
tural background, he should be careful. His listeners may not
isolate his statement as being distinct from his personality.

Societies with high context culture usually consider the
messages they send or receive before interpreting them. Messages
are hardly delivered straightforwardly. The message is in the
associated meanings attached to the pictures and symbols. Thus,
those outside that community find it very difficult to understand
the meaning of the messages. In low-context communication, the
message is the information in words. The words mean what they
say. However, a corporate sender of messages, for example, the
head of the Human Resources Department of a multi-cultural
company interested in building team spirit, may organize
informal chit-chats and get-togethers to break the proverbial ice
as well as create a convivial atmosphere where people can relate.
The message he is passing across is simple: let colleagues relax,
relate, and work together as team members irrespective of where
they come from. All of these are communicative actions.

Channel. The channel’s work is to provide a passage for the
sender to guide his message to the receiver. While face-to-face
communication is ideal for intimate and close group conversa-
tions, it is impossible to talk to everybody simultaneously. Dif-
ferent channels of passing across the same message may be used.
For example, the same message may be passed through radio,
adapted for television, put online, or printed in newsletters,
newspapers, and magazines. The hope is that people who missed
the message on one channel may see it on another somewhere
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else. A pronounced media culture will hasten cross-cultural
communication. Many people consume media content. However,
these consumers are expected to be media literates. Aririguzoh
(2007, p. 144) writes that:

media literacy is the systematic study of the media and their
operations in our socio-political systems as well as their
contributions to the development and maintenance of
culture. It is the information and communication skill that
is needed to make citizens more competent. It is the ability
to read what the print media offer, see what the visual
media present, and hear what the aural media announce. It
is a response to the changing nature of information in our
modern society.

Official messages should be passed through defined routes and
are best written. This would close avenues of possible denials by
others if the same message were passed across verbally. It could be
difficult to misinterpret the contents of a written document.
Written documents have archival values. As much as possible,
rumours should be stamped out. A good manager should single
out regular gossips in a multi-cultural organization for special
attention. Equally, an effective manager heading widely dispersed
employees can co-ordinate their activities using communication
technologies with teleconferencing features. Aririguzoh (2007, p.
45) notes, “information and communication technologies have
transformed the range and speed of dispersing information and of
communicating. Today, the whole world lies a click away!”

The media of communication are shaped by the culture of the
people who produce them. What they carry as contents and the
form they assume are defined by the culture of the sender. In low-
context societies, it is common for messages to be written. In high
context societies, it is common for statements to be verbal.
Importantly, Aririguzoh (2013, pp. 119-120) points out that “...
the mass media can effectively be deployed to provide pieces of
information that enhance communication, build understanding
and strengthen relationships in our rapidly changing environ-
ment dictated by the current pace of globalization. The mass
media assiduously homogenize tastes, styles, and points of view
among many consumers of its products across the globe. They
have effectively helped in fading away national distinctions and
growing mass uniformity as they create, distribute and transmit
the same entertainment, news, and information to millions of
people in different nations.”

Receiver. The receiver is the person the sender directs his mes-
sage to. In a workplace, the receiver needs the message or
information to do his job. The receiver decodes or tries to
understand the meaning of the sender’s message by breaking it
down into symbols to give the proper feedback. If the message is
verbal, the receiver has to listen actively. The message receiver
must understand a message based on his existing orientations
shaped by his own culture. Even the messages that he picks are
selected to conform to his existing preconceptions.

Oyserman et al. (2002) make an interesting discovery: that
receivers from different cultures interpret the message senders’
mannerisms. For an American, a speaker talking very quickly is
seen as telling the uncensored truth. In other words, the speaker
who talks too slowly implicates himself as a liar! However, for the
Koreans, slow speech denotes careful consideration of others. In
some cultures, particularly in Asia, the receiver is responsible for
effective communication. Kobayashi and Noguchi (2001) claim
that he must become an expert at “understanding without words.”
Miyahara (2004, p. 286) emphasizes that even children literarily
learn to read other people’s minds by evaluating the subtle cues in
their messages and then improvising to display the expected and

8

appropriate social behaviour and communication. Gestures
involve the movements of the hands and head of the sender.
The receiver clearly understands these body movements. As
painted by Sapir (1927, p. 556), “we respond to gestures with an
extreme alertness and, one might almost say, in accordance with
an elaborate and secret code that is written nowhere, known by
none, and understood by all.”

Receivers who value individualism appreciate personal free-
dom, believe that they can make their own decisions, and respect
their performance. Those who prefer communitarianism would
prefer group applause and loyalty. A monochromatic receiver
would start and finish a task before starting another one. He
would be offended when colleagues do not meet deadlines, are
late to appointments, and do not keep rigid schedules. His co-
worker, who synchronizes his time, develops a flexible working
schedule to work at two or more tasks.

Feedback. This is the final process. Ordinarily, the sender wants a
response to determine if the message he sent out has been
received and understood. Acknowledging a message does not
indicate a clear understanding of its contents. Feedback can be
positive or negative. Positive feedback arises when the receiver
interprets the message correctly and does what the sender wants.
Negative feedback comes when messages are incorrectly inter-
preted, and the receiver does not do what the sender of the
information has intended him to do. Cross-cultural commu-
nication recognizes that people come from different backgrounds.
Therefore, feedback on diverse messages would be different. A
sensitive communicator would be careful how he designs his
messages for a heterogeneous audience so that he can elicit the
desired feedback.

Discussion

It must be emphasized that no culture is superior to another as
each culture meets the needs of those who subscribe to it. To a
large extent, our culture influences our behaviours and expecta-
tions from other people. Although there are noticeable similarities
and differences, what separates one culture from another is its
emphasis on specific values. As the United Nations has affirmed,
there is diversity in cultures. These diversities add colour and
meaning to human existence. This suggests that particular poli-
cies should be carved out to attend to specific locations and
supports Satterthwaite’s (2014) proposition that local actors
should be empowered to help achieve the SDGs. What the local
populace in one community may appreciate may be frowned
upon and even be fought against by residents in another place. As
Hossain and Ali (2014) point out, individuals constitute the
societies where they live and work. While Bevir (1996) describes
this relationship as that of mutual dependence, he recognizes that
people are influenced by their particular social structures and
therefore do not go against them. Bevir believes that social sys-
tems exist for individuals.

Societies are built on shared values, norms and beliefs. These,
in turn, have profound effects on individuals. Society’s culture
affects individuals while the individuals create and shape the
society, including initiating sustainable development. Develop-
ment rests on the shoulders of men. Thus, culture influences the
ways individuals behave and communicate. The effective com-
municator must actively recognize these elements and work them
into communication practices. As Renn et al. (1997, p. 218) point
out, “sustainable practices can be initiated or encouraged by
governmental regulation and economic incentives. A major ele-
ment to promote sustainability will be, however, the exploration
and organization of discursive processes between and among
different actors.”
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To achieve the United Nations sustainable goals, the competent
communicator has to recognize that the culture of the actors in a
communication process is the basic foundation for effective
communication. For example, while one individual may discuss
issues face-to-face and is not afraid to express his feelings can-
didly, another person may not be so direct. He may even involve
third parties to mediate in solving a problem. Either way, their
approaches are defined by their cultural backgrounds. It may be
counterproductive to assume that either of these approaches is
the best. This assertion is supported by the study of Stanton
(2020), who explored intercultural communication between
African American managers and Hispanic workers who speak
English as a second language. He finds managers that follow
culturally sensitive communication strategies getting more work
done. Cartwright (2020) also observes that intercultural compe-
tence and recognition of cultural differences in East and Central
Europe are foundation pillars for business success. This lends
credence to Ruben and Gigliotti (2016) observation that com-
munication with people from different cultures reduces the bar-
riers associated with intercultural communication and enhances
the communication process.

Irrespective of our ethnicities, people want to communicate,
understand, appreciate, and be respected by others. Effective
communication is the foundation of good human relationships
among team members, whether their cultural backgrounds
differ or not. Good feedback is achieved when both the sender
and receiver of messages create common meanings. This is
what discourse is all about. Messages must be meaningful,
meaningfully constructed and meaningfully interpreted. Geor-
giou (2011) labels this the communicative competence:
acknowledgement of the intercultural dimension of foreign
language education and successful intercultural interactions
that assume non-prejudiced attitudes, tolerance and under-
standing of other cultures, and cultural self-awareness of the
person communicating. An efficient communicator must
understand that culture shapes people, and the people then
shape society. In other words, communication shapes the
world. Therefore, appropriately chosen communication strate-
gies help blend the different cultures.

According to Bokova (2013), there is “renewed aspirations for
equality and respect, for tolerance and mutual understanding,
especially between peoples of different cultures.” This means
that if all parties respect other team members’ cultures, a
clement work environment is inevitable. Cultural literacy creates
more tolerant and peaceful work environments. Achieving this
starts with a re-examination of the whole communication pro-
cess. The crux of cross-cultural communication is developing
effective ways to appreciate the culture of others involved in the
acts of communication. Understanding these differences pro-
vides the context for an enhanced understanding of the values
and behaviours of others. Reconciling these differences confers
competitive advantages to those who communicate effectively.
The media must provide the links between senders and receivers
of messages in the context of their socio-cultural environments.

Conclusion

The United Nations appreciates the distinctiveness in cultures
and has incorporated it as a significant factor in achieving
sustainable development goals. This global body has produced
different documents championing this. Every development
takes place in an environment of culture. The heart of sus-
tainable development is the man. The SDGs will be more
meaningful and easily achievable by recognizing that actions
should be both locally and culturally relevant. Cultural

differences can be effectively managed if senders and receivers
of messages understand that culture shapes how people com-
municate and, by extension, the relationship with other people
who may not necessarily be from their tribal communities.
Breaking down the barriers to cross-cultural communication
lies in understanding these distinct differences and consciously
incorporating them into the communication processes to
enhance communication competencies.
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