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Introduction

Introduction
China is the world’s most populated country, with a continuous culture stretching back
5000 years. The country’s name, Zhōngguó (中国), literally ‘the Middle Kingdom’, shows
how Chinese people have traditionally identified their land as the centre of the universe.

Many of the elements that make up the foundations of the modern world originated in
China, including paper, gunpowder, credit banking, paper money and the compass.
Today, China is an upper-middle income country and the world’s second largest economy
with the fastest growth rate. It is also one of the top exporters, attracting record amounts
of foreign investment. But despite its modern western façade, many of the elements that
make up the traditional character of the Chinese people continue to exist and thrive.
By the end of this taster course, you will be able to:
●
●

●
●
●
●

understand better the concept of culture
confidently discuss the issue of cultural norms and misunderstandings caused by
stereotypes of a particular culture
recognise the key indicators of intercultural competence
understand the importance of family and how that translates in business settings
appreciate the importance of speaking a little Chinese
say some greetings in Chinese.

This OpenLearn taster course is an adapted extract from the Open University short
course LG002 Chinese business culture essentials.
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1 What is culture?
What do you think of when the term ‘culture’ is mentioned? It is likely that the first images
that come to mind are related to everyday situations and behaviours. However, the
Iceberg metaphor shown in Figure 1 illustrates that there are many assumptions, values,
beliefs and customs that are deeply rooted and condition our behaviours, but which,
crucially, are not necessarily visible at first sight.

Figure 1 The iceberg model image is an adaptation of Edward T. Hall’s Cultural Iceberg
In their book Hidden Differences, Hall and Hall (1987, p. xvii) said: ‘Despite popular beliefs
to the contrary, the single greatest barrier to business success is the one erected by
culture’.
But ‘culture’ is a term with many different meanings and which may be understood in
many different ways. In Activity 1, you will be presented with two definitions that will
provide a foundation for learning more about intercultural competence and appreciating
how much values, attitudes and behaviours both shape and are shaped by culture.

Activity 1
Read the following definitions of ‘culture’ quoted in Spencer-Oatey’s (2012) book
entitled What is Culture?.
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Definition 1
Culture consists of patterns, explicit and implicit, of and for behaviour acquired and
transmitted by symbols, constituting the distinctive achievements of human groups.
(Kroeber and Kluckhohn, 1952, cited in Spencer-Oatey, 2012, p. 2)

Definition 2
Culture is a fuzzy set of basic assumptions and values, orientations to life, beliefs,
policies, procedures and behavioural conventions that are shared by a group of
people, and that influence (but do not determine) each member's behaviour and
[their] interpretations of the 'meaning' of other people's behaviour.
(Spencer-Oatey, 2008, cited in Spencer-Oatey, 2012, p. 2)

Now decide whether the following statements correspond to ideas expressed in
Definition 1, Definition 2, or both.
a. Culture can be defined in terms of conscious and unconscious behavioural
patterns of given social groups.
¡ Definition 1
¡ Definition 2
¡ Both Definition 1 and Definition 2
b. Culture is something that humans learn.
¡ Definition 1
¡ Definition 2
¡ Both Definition 1 and Definition 2
c. Humans are not always aware of the world and perceive social interactions
according to the culture of the group they belong to.
¡ Definition 1
¡ Definition 2
¡ Both Definition 1 and Definition 2
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2 Culture and the perspective of others
One of the main objectives of this taster course is to raise your awareness of how we often
take our own cultural values to be the norm and how stereotypes of a particular culture
can be formed that may hamper communication.
When communicating with individuals that belong to a different cultural milieu, you should
be aware of cultural differences, but it is also important to acknowledge the fact that there
is usually a great number of overlapping similarities.
It is natural to register what you find surprising, rather than what you find normal, and this
creates unconscious generalisations. However, these cultural generalisations and
stereotypes are prone to being based on biased impressions and experiences,
involuntarily exaggerated or limited to specific environments. Moreover, they usually apply
to the most visible parts of culture (the surface of the iceberg), which are the more
conspicuous behaviours of cultural aspects such as food, traditions, rites, etc.
Prejudice arises when negative judgements are applied to these stereotypes.

Figure 1 (repeated) The iceberg model image is an adaptation of Edward T. Hall’s
Cultural Iceberg

Activity 2
In the TED talk ‘The Danger of a Single Story’, the novelist Chimamanda Adichie
tells the story of how she found her authentic cultural voice, and warns that if only a
single story about another person or country is heard, there is a risk of critical
misunderstanding.
Watch the video and answer the following questions.
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View at: youtube:D9Ihs241zeg

1. What are the consequences of a single story according to Chimamanda Adichie?
Provide your answer...

Feedback
In the video, Adichie says:
The consequence of a single story is this: it robs people of dignity. It makes our
recognition of equal human dignity difficult. It emphasises how we are different
rather than how we are similar.
(Adichie, 2009, quoted in TED, 2009, 13:54)

If you are not aware of the different practices and beliefs of people you work with
who are from different cultures, you run the risk of having a biased view towards a
particular culture. As a result, you will not be able to develop the skills and attitudes
needed to get along with colleagues who come from different cultures.
2. If you have been hearing a single story about Chinese culture, what is it?
Describe it in the following box.
Provide your answer...

Feedback
Just a few prompts to get you thinking: Is the story about how polluted Chinese
cities are, which causes all Chinese people to wear masks? Is it about people
jumping queues and being rude? Or is it about beautiful calligraphy and
papercutting?
3. If you have heard a single story, after watching the TED talk above, what are your
views now towards Chinese culture?
Provide your answer...

Feedback
As Adichie says:
The single story creates stereotypes, and the problem with stereotypes is not that
they are untrue, but that they are incomplete. They make one story become the only
story.
(Adichie, 2009, quoted in TED, 2009, 13:11)
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The story you have heard or experienced relating to Chinese culture is just one
experience of many. China is a huge country with a big population, regional
differences and 56 minority groups. Whenever you hear a story, positive or
negative, you must not jump to conclusions but instead connect it with other stories
and figure out the reasons behind it.
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3 Intercultural competence
In the BBC television series China on Four Wheels, produced in collaboration with The
Open University, the BBC reporter Anita Rani was invited by her hosts to sample some
traditional food.
In Activity 3 you will watch a clip from the series, but first familiarise yourself with the
concept of ‘intercultural communicative competence’ proposed by Professor Michael
Byram (1997) with the five key elements:
●
●
●
●
●

attitudes
knowledge
skills of interpreting and relating
skills of discovery and interaction
critical cultural awareness.

In terms of ‘attitudes’, Byram refers to a person’s attitudes of curiosity and openness, and
the ability to suspend judgement. Regarding knowledge, it is about trying to learn about
the cultural backgrounds of the people you work with so that you are aware of the different
kinds of experiences and expectations they may have, and you can reflect on your own
culture and its approaches to how things are done.
As for the skills of interpreting and relating and the skills of discovery and interaction, they
will be developed alongside a curiosity for knowledge and an open-minded attitude. The
final element is also linked with the other four elements: critical cultural awareness, one’s
ability to critically evaluate oneself and others (Byram, 1997).

Activity 3
Watch the video clip of Anita Rani in China on four wheels from 02:05 and reflect on
the following questions. Write your thoughts in the box below.
(Open the video in a new tab or window by holding down Ctrl (or Cmd on a Mac)
when you click on the link.)
Video link: China on four wheels
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Was there anything in Anita’s behaviour that was inappropriate? If yes, what
was it and why in your view was it inappropriate?
If it was you, how would you have handled the situation?
In terms of intercultural competence, which aspect(s) does Anita need to
improve on?
When working with people from different cultures, what knowledge do you
need to acquire?
What skills do you think Anita Rani needs to develop? What attitudes do you
think she needs to cultivate?
Consider how you can develop your own intercultural competency in terms of
knowledge, skills and attitudes.

Provide your answer...
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Feedback
In the BBC clip, Anita knew about sea cucumber being a delicacy in Chinese
culture, but her understanding stopped at that stage and she allowed her own
standards on food texture and taste to influence her reaction and behaviour. She
was not sensitive enough to the feelings of her host and, if it was a business dinner,
this behaviour might cause the host to feel offended and could have a negative
impact on the business relationship.
This example demonstrates that just having cultural knowledge is not enough. You
need to internalise cultural knowledge and reflect on the new information,
comparing it with similar aspects of practices in one’s own culture. For example,
there are many types of food in the western diet, such as cheese, that people in
China might find odd.
You could further develop your intercultural competency by knowing how to contrast
cultural differences and predict misunderstandings (and adapt your behaviour
accordingly). In a given situation you can suspend judgement by buying some time,
stopping talking, and observing and listening. Putting yourself in the other person’s
context can help you to adapt your behaviour.
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Although family is important in every society, it is particularly so in Chinese culture. The
concept of family includes extended families, no matter how distant the relation is. If
someone is a relative (亲戚 qīnqi) it means you can rely on this person for help far more
than an outsider.
The complexity of Chinese kinship terms on the one hand reflects the different roles each
person in the family is supposed to play, and on the other hand reinforces the importance
of family. For example, the English word ‘cousin’ has eight Chinese equivalents
depending on gender, age, and side of the family (paternal/maternal).
Look at Table 1, which sets out some of the Chinese words and phrases for family
members.

Table 1 Chinese words and phrases for family members
Paternal side

Maternal side

堂哥 táng gē
older, male, father’s brothers’ sons

表哥 biǎo gē
older, male, mother’s siblings’ sons or father’s sisters’
sons

堂弟 táng dì
younger, male, father’s brothers’ sons

表弟 biǎo dì
younger, male, mother’s siblings’ sons or father’s
sisters’ sons

堂姐 táng jiě
older, female, father’s brothers’
daughters

表姐 biǎo jiě
older, female, mother’s siblings’ or father’s sisters’
daughters

堂妹 táng mèi
younger, female, father’s brothers’
daughters

表妹 biǎo mèi
younger, female, mother’s siblings’ or father’s sisters’
daughters

Note: Traditionally, children always take their father’s surname. So, the rule is that all the
cousins who share the same family name have the ‘táng’ prefix, and those that have
different family names have the ‘biǎo’ prefix.

Activity 4
Part 1
Study Table 1 then try to answer the following question.
1.
2.

Who should the most important person (or people) be in the traditional Chinese
family?
Traditionally, if a Chinese person had eight cousins as described in the table
above, who would be the most important one and why?

Provide your answer...

4 The importance of family

Feedback
1.

2.

The traditional Chinese family structure gave ultimate power to the oldest male
in the family, whilst children had no or little say in family matters, even
important ones such as who they wanted to marry.
If a Chinese person had eight cousins, the importance of them in the family
would be: eldest male on the father’s side, followed by the younger male on the
father’s side, then eldest male on the mother’s side. This is because of China’s
ancestor worship, which is all about carrying on the family line.

Part 2
The family is the building block of Chinese society. This has a significant impact on
the Chinese economy and therefore on doing business in China.
The success story of KFC in China can tell us a lot about this impact. Carry out an
online search on the KFC case study to find out why KFC was successful in
breaking into the Chinese market and how this success was related to the
importance of family.
Feedback
When breaking into the Chinese market, KFC was mindful of the different eating
patterns between Chinese and US customers. The Chinese people studied tended
to eat together in families or groups. The Americans, on the other hand, were often
lone diners. KFC represented this cultural difference in the physical settings of the
Chinese restaurants: larger tables, more floor space; the atmosphere better suited
to families. Similarly, they provided giant tubs so that people could share large order
options for multiple individuals, and made a special effort to welcome extended
families and groups.
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5 A little goes a long way
Nelson Mandela once said:
If you talk to a man in a language he understands, that goes to his head. If you talk to him
in his language, that goes to his heart.
Nelson Mandela (BBC, no date)

In an interview with OpenLearn, well-known BBC journalist Reeta Chakrabarti, who has
been exposed to many languages and cultures, shared her experiences. She thinks that
language opens the door to a culture. She explained:
You can get under the skin of a culture in the way that you can’t if you don’t speak the
language, and you can make connections with people, have very immediate connections
with them if you speak the language and that’s true; true in India and in France, and we all
know when we go on holiday, don’t we, if you can speak a few words of the local
language, people appreciate it and you can just get on better with people.
Reeta Chakrabarti (2016)

You can listen to the interview by visiting
‘Reeta Chakrabarti on language and culture’ on OpenLearn (Open the link in a new tab or
window by holding down Ctrl (or Cmd on a Mac) when you click on the link.)
Many westerners who have lived and worked in China have had similar experiences. Not
only does speaking a little Chinese show your respect for and interest in Chinese culture,
but it can also act as an ice-breaker, which will make your working experiences more
enjoyable and at the same time establish some common ground with your Chinese
colleagues. So, a little goes a long way.
Mr Smith worked in China for six months on behalf of Perkins Engines Company Ltd. In a
personal account he says:
A small amount of language goes a long way (obviously), and is fun (obviously). I'm not a
good learner, but was able to direct taxis, speak a bit about myself, and order food. My
Chinese friends and colleagues were sincerely impressed with the efforts I made … and
although I was far from conversant, this helped strengthen relationships, and went a good
way to break down cultural walls between me and my colleagues…
He also comments on the topics of conversation:
‘[in general] Chinese people can be very inquisitive and don't have the same sense of
personal space that Brits might. This is not rudeness but it can feel like it, and I had to try
and suppress my anger at such intrusion at times. A stranger once approached me in a
train station in Suzhou, stood right in my face, and in one breath, said ‘Hello my name is
Qian, what’s your name, how old are you, are you married […]?’
So, be prepared to be asked very personal questions. Generally speaking, to a Chinese
person such questions might not be considered private, but rather as questions to
establish common ground when you first meet someone.
In the next section you will learn some basic greetings and phrases in Chinese.
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6 Chinese greetings
In this section you will look at some common greetings in Mandarin Chinese.

Nǐ hăo or nín hăo?
你好 nǐ hăo (lit. you good/well) is the most commonly used greeting in Chinese and
can be used throughout the day. Its more formal or polite form is 您好 nín hăo (hello/
how do you do?) which is used when you meet somebody for the first time or if you
greet someone who is senior to you, either in terms of age or status.

Activity 5
Listen to the following expressions used to greet someone, say ‘goodbye’ and
express gratitude and apology. Listen to the model then record yourself saying the
expressions. You can then play back your recording to compare it with the model.
You can reveal the transcript if you wish.
You can play your recording back or try a new one as many times as you like by
pressing ‘Start again’ or ‘Re-record’.
Interactive content is not available in this format.

Interactive content is not available in this format.

Interactive content is not available in this format.

Interactive content is not available in this format.

Interactive content is not available in this format.
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Interactive content is not available in this format.

Interactive content is not available in this format.
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Conclusion
This taster course has introduced you to the concepts of culture and intercultural
competence. You have discussed how people often take their own cultural values to be
the norm, and how stereotypes of a particular culture can be formed that may hamper
communication and cause misunderstanding.
You have had the opportunity to reflect on your own experiences and others’ in relation to
Chinese cultures and traditions, such as the importance of family. It is hoped that these
discussions and reflections will help you develop a degree of cultural intelligence and
intercultural sensitivity that can be applied to other situations beyond Chinese-speaking
cultures.
You have also heard a testimony from someone who worked in China reflecting on how
speaking a little Chinese helped establish common ground in their dealings with Chinese
people.
If you wish to explore how hierarchy in Chinese culture affects business interactions; learn
more about the concepts of guanxi, mianzi and harmony as well as traditional festivals
and gift-giving, register to do the full short course
LG002 Chinese business culture essentials. If you want to learn the Chinese language
systematically, have a look at the Chinese language courses provided by The Open
University’s Open Centre for Languages and Cultures.
This OpenLearn taster course is an adapted extract from the Open University short
course LG002 Chinese business culture essentials.
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