




     Rotary is indeed international. During the days of the 25th to the 28th of next month, the Jefferson City Rotary clubs will be 
hosting a Group Study Exchange team from Korea. Five individuals will be here to experience our culture. We Rotarians also 
will have the opportunity to learn of a new culture. As a primer to the study of culture, Stephen Stark offers an article 
exploring how one might need to be aware of cultural viewpoints in the context of negotiation.

NEGOTIATION IN A  MULTICULTURAL ENVIRONMENT

Every negotiator faces the same vexing question: How can I figure out what the person on the other side really thinks and 
wants, and what is the real meaning of his words and actions? If you and your opponent share a common language and culture, 
you can often fall back on insight and intuition. But these may serve no purpose when you face someone whose language and 
culture are a mystery to you, whose categories of thought, values, and perceptions are rooted in historical, religious, and social 
circumstances that are alien to your own.

     Each individual person has learned certain rules of conduct. As a child, one's parents and teachers instilled the unwritten 
guidelines on how to behave in socially acceptable manners. Many times, the way in which one comports oneself is automatic, 
without thinking about why one does what one does. However, individuals, especially whose backgrounds originate from 
different parts of the world, do not have the same rules guiding them. In a larger context of a group, these rules have roots in 
the concept of culture. A failure to understand cultural differences adversely impacts any negotiation process.

     Cultural differences will become more and more evident in the day-to-day negotiations that take place in the United States. 
"Foreign-born residents made up 9.3% of the (United States) population in mid-1998. Between 1998 and 1990, the number of 
foreign-born jumped 27.1%, versus 7.1% for native-born." Furthermore, the idea that immigrants to the United States 
assimilate into the great American melting pot is no longer the modus operandi. Ease of travel by air flight permits visiting 
one's native country more frequently. Inexpensive telephonic and Internet communications allow for constant contact with 
relatives and friends living in the foreign homeland. "Technology has made it possible to straddle two cultures in a way never 
possible before.  .  . Today's immigrants have a far greater chance of remaining bilingual and bicultural." 

     Given the likely chance that a negotiation session will have to deal with multicultural issues, what is a negotiator to do? Self-



awareness is a very important exercise. "The first step in developing culture-centered skills is to identify culturally learned 
assumptions in ourselves.  .   . Frequently these assumptions are so taken for granted that they are overlooked.  .  . Our 
comprehension of reality is filtered through these culturally learned assumptions. Learning to recognize culturally learned 
assumptions is the first step in being able to manage them effectively." Also one should have an awareness that communication 
has its filtering process. "The message sent and the message received are quite often very different from one another." The 
communicators each bring with them their own culturally distorted lenses, possibly evaluating the same thing completely 
different than the opponent. 

"Some of our communications, particularly those across cultures, are accidental and not intended to be sent. .  .  Messages sent 
accidentally are beyond our control and thus will not present the picture we intend." "We must never assume that we are fully 
aware of what we communicate to someone else." However, one can decrease multicultural communication barriers by gaining 
awareness about oneself and by gaining knowledge about the other's culture.  (Next month, this article will continue  with a 
look at the orientations of other cultures.)                                                                                                                              Submitted by Stephen 
Stark


