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1   Introduction 

Support for distributed, intercultural communication is a prominent topic in research 

today.   This has become a major topic due to the unique issues involved in cross-

cultural communication.  Cultures may vary in their communication styles along 

several lines, all of which impact, or perhaps even define, the success of the 

communication [1].  They may be more or less reliant on nonverbal aspects of 

communication.  They may be more or less impacted by the status, age, gender or 

other traits of the individuals involved.(ex-    They may even vary in their perceptions 

of the primary goal of communication, whether to interact with and connect to others 

or to share information toward the achievement of a shared goal [2].   

All of the above factors can be expected to interact with the method of 

communication in terms of the media’s ability to convey context, personal 

information, or guidance toward a result.  In distance collaborations, computer 

mediated communication (CMC) tools are an essential part of this puzzle.   From the 

largest global corporations to undergraduate student projects between universities in 

different countries, there is no doubt that cross-cultural collaborations are on the rise, 

and that we must therefore devote our energy to understanding the specific needs of 

these mediated interactions and how to better support them, whether through 

technological or social and educational interventions. 

1.1   Culture and Media Use 

Research has shown a complex relationship between national and/or regional culture 

and preferences and styles of use related to computer-mediated communication tools.  

Efforts to provide such support have thus far focused on testing existing media in a 

variety of contexts and combinations, with the goal of understanding where cross-

cultural communication is most successful and also most vulnerable to confusion and 

cross-purposes. 

There have been numerous studies on this topic over the past few years, with 

equally varying results.  Depending on the details in the study, Asian participants may 

talk more or less than their American counterparts, may reach conclusions faster or 

slower, and may find media more or less satisfying.  In a study of verbal grounding 



strategies in Canadian, Chinese, and mixed Canadian-Chinese dyads, Li [3] found that 

the effort put into grounding predicted successful information transmission, but only 

when a Canadian was the listener. In Chinese dyads, grounding appeared to be a 

relationship-building strategy rather than a mechanism to enhance information 

transmission.      

Veinott et al. suggest that richer media were especially helpful to non-native 

speakers, many of whom were members of Asian cultures. However, design 

complexities confound the specific culture of the participants with the cross-cultural 

setting [5].   

1.2   Fluency and CMC 

Most, if not all, individuals who live, work or study, and function in a foreign country 

for any length of time have received some training in the language of that country.  

Fluency levels among individuals differ significantly, however, and confidence in the 

second may be even more varied.  One issue that comes into play in such a situation is 

second language anxiety, or uncertainty. 

Several factors have been identified as contributing to second language anxiety and 

willingness to use that language.  Among these are the purpose of the communication, 

and the channel of communication.  Both of these factors can be expected to vary 

culture-to-culture, depending - for purpose - on whether the culture is more task or 

relationship-focused and - for channel - on the high or low level of context required 

for strong communication.  An individual’s willingness to communicate in a second 

language with varying purposes and within varying media channels may then differ 

along cultural lines.  Risk aversion may also play a role in individuals’ willingness to 

engage in such scenarios, as this can vary among cultures [2]. 

2   Current Research 

Research in this area is on the increase.  Much of the work thus far has focused on 

specific tasks (e.g. - negotiation, brainstorming) or has involved the juxtaposition of 

two forms of technology in the format of “is X better than Y” for members of a given 

culture.  The results of these experiments have begged at least as many new questions 

as they have answered.   

In a series of studies of negotiation practices using face-to-face communication, 

audio- and audio-video-supported technologies, and Instant Messaging (IM), we 

found that Chinese pairs spoke longer and reached more lasting agreement than either 

American pairs or cross-cultural pairs, but only face-to-face [4].  When replicated in 

Chinese, the patterns still held.  Other studies have reported similarly complex effects.  

Taken as a whole, our studies suggest that culturally-based communication styles do 

impact CMC experiences, though not necessarily in the most intuitive ways.  We 

expected the Chinese pairs to supplement for the lost content in lower-context media 

with increased talk in order to maintain their usual discourse style.  Instead, the 

Chinese pairs seemed to switch into a different discourse strategy based on the 

available medium.  When the richness of the media was adequate to support a 



relationship focus, they communicated in that style as demonstrated in the 

conversational analysis of Study 1.  However, when media did not readily support the 

social cues needed for this, the Chinese pairs moved into a more task-focused style. 

We have seen that there are differences in how, and how successfully, various 

forms of technology are used by and between members of particular cultures.  

However, the patterns and direction of the variance are not consistent and do not yet 

describe a predictable pattern.  

Our current work involves an ongoing interview study, through which we hope to 

gain insight into the factors involved in making media choices by members of various 

cultures, in both within- and cross-cultural communications.  The study addresses two 

issues which have been understudied in the field to-date and which, if understood 

systematically, would be invaluable in assisting in media choices for collaboration.  

These questions break away from side-by-side comparisons, and begin to address how 

people from different cultures think about mediated communication, and how they 

actually handle CMC scenarios in daily interactions.  A technology which should, 

theoretically, be effective in a given situation will not be if it violates cultural norms 

or is anxiety provoking to such an extent that it is not fully used.   

 

Research Question 1a:  Do norms about the appropriateness of various media 

under a given set of social circumstances, such as urgency, status differences, 

personal/intimate content, etc, vary along cultural lines? 

Research Question 1b: Do choices based on appropriateness vary when 

communicating with someone of a different culture, and how are the choices 

resolved? 

 

Preliminary results of early Asian interviewees suggest that a great deal of thought 

is given to issues of appropriateness.  For Asians dealing with American colleagues, 

these issues also involve significant speculation into what their colleague believes is 

appropriate.  Questions such as “what warrants and imposition” and “what do I say to 

whom, and when and why” are frequent concerns.  Given the ambiguity related to 

interruptions, salutations, formality, etc. in CMC, overall, it is not surprising that this 

causes notable anxiety when trying to make that judgment within the construct of a 

foreign culture. 

The second issue I hope to explore relates to how second language anxiety, as 

opposed to fluency, may affect media preferences.  Research in this area thus far has 

largely mixed issues of fluency and confidence.   It is my contention that the users’ 

comfort level, both with technology and with the technology in a specific language 

(either native or second), will play a large role in how technologies are used even if 

all users are fluent in the language being used.  

 

Research Question 2a: Does non-native language use affect preferences in 

mediated communication technology? 

Research Question 2b: Do social circumstances, such as urgency, status 

differences, personal/intimate content, etc., affect these preferences in interactions 

involving non-native language use? 

 



Initial interviewee’s concerns were not strictly limited to fluency, per say, but 

involved anxiety about accents and nuances, and a preference for revisability and 

planning time when communicating in a second language.  Non-native speakers of 

English have voiced concerns that certain media may make clear communication 

more difficult.  Due to the revision and editing affordances available in written media, 

these do not correspond directly to high- and low-richness media.  Face-to-face allows 

nonverbal and situational cues which may aid in understandability.  Email, although 

lacking in those cues, offers the ability to choose words carefully and revise until the 

sender is satisfied, and removes performance-type anxiety. 

3   Discussion 

The results of our laboratory studies suggest that cultural differences stem, not from 

how long it takes to achieve a result or even the methods used to achieve the result, 

but what defines a good result.  Additionally, the results indicate that low- or high-

context conversational style may be a feature of task and media as well as of culture. 

What we found does not lead to clear-cut answers, but does shed a great deal of light 

on why this is such a complicated problem.   

The information gathered thus far from our interviews suggest that Asians studying 

in the US are balancing a variety of concerns and issues which impact their use of 

CMC tools.  Foremost among these are concerns about understandability, both in the 

literal and contextual sense of “understanding,” and also ambivalence about breeching 

social norms by interrupting those in authority positions.   

These findings also illuminate potential spaces for technological interventions.  

Many of the interviewees noted that the availability indicators for such tools as IM are 

ambiguous and cannot really be trusted.  Similarly, cell phones may not be silenced 

even at inconvenient times for a variety of reasons.  Knowing this, Asian students are 

reluctant to call.  More personalized or better controlled availability indicators could 

be useful in showing times that the receiver is not just reachable, but is actually 

agreeable to being reached.   
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