
Chapter 9174

Ladyshewsky (1999) reports examples of communication difficulties between Australian 
clinical educators (CI) and students of Southeast Asian origin. These examples represent 
the challenges that can occur when two people come from different cultural backgrounds 
and have different communication styles. The two interactions described below demon-
strate the technical and adaptive challenges across both cultures and generations. In each 
scenario, the technical challenge is effective communication between the student and the 
CI. The adaptive challenge is recognizing that in Asian cultures, students are not social-
ized to challenge their instructors (elders) because to do so would bring shame on the 
instructor (elder). Therefore, the adaptive challenge becomes modifying the supervisor’s 
communication so that the student can understand that Australian teaching/learning 
styles are different. In Australia, students are expected to be active problem solvers and it 
is acceptable to challenge the professor. Meeting this adaptive challenge requires signifi-
cant change in both the supervisors and the students.

Table 9-2

Differences in communication styles

laTino-Hispanic

Communication:
Hissing may be used to gain another’s attention.
Official or business conversations are preceded by social greet-
ings. Conversations may switch between official and social 
language.
Interruption during conversations is usually tolerated.
Raising one’s voice is used to gain the conversation floor.

Touching:
Touching between two people in conversation is common.

Eye contact:
Avoidance of eye contact is a sign of attentiveness, respect; 
sustained eye contact may be perceived as a sign of threat or 
challenge to authority.

Distance:
Distance between two speakers is relatively close.

african american

Communication:
Distinction between “arguing” and “fighting.” Arguing can 
involve verbal abuse, while fighting can be physical.
Asking personal questions of someone one has just met is 
perceived as inappropriate.
Indirect questions are sometimes seen as harassing.
Interruption during conversations is usually tolerated.
Conversations are considered to be private between partici-
pants.

Touching:
Touching another’s hair may be perceived as offensive.

Eye contact:
Preference for indirect eye contact during listening; direct eye 
contact during speaking.
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asian american

Communication:
It is considered impolite for children to interrupt in conversation.
Addressing others is regulated by hierarchies as seen in language 
and behaviors.
Social status is established by one’s age, sex, job status, and 
marital status. Therefore, it is common to ask questions related 
to these factors.
Kinship terms are very important in establishing the relationship 
between two family members. These terms may extend beyond 
the family to include community members.
Facial expressions are composed.
Giggling when embarrassed may occur.
Finger beckoning is used for small children and not adults.

Touching:
Touching and hand holding between members of the same sex is 
acceptable.
Hand holding and kissing between members of the opposite sex 
in public is unacceptable.

Eye contact:
Avoidance of eye contact is a sign of attentiveness, respect; 
sustained eye contact may be perceived as a sign of threat or 
challenge to authority.

naTive-american

Communication:
Personal questions may be considered snooping or prying.
It may be acceptable to ask the same question several times.

Eye contact:
Avoidance of eye contact is a sign of attentiveness, respect; 
sustained eye contact may be perceived as a sign of threat or 
challenge to authority. Prolonged and continued direct eye contact 
is undesirable.
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