Useful Concepts in Understanding Chinese Culture

The following cultural value dimensions are often used when discussing cultural differences between eastern and western cultures, of which China and the United States are typical examples respectively.  

Cultural dimensions – 

Easters vs. western cultures:

· High vs. low-context culture (Hall)

· Collectivism vs. individualism (Hofstede)

· Large vs. small power distance (Hofstede)

· Levels of uncertainty avoidance (Hofstede)

· Masculine vs. feminine culture (Hofstede)

· Long vs. short-term life orientation (Asian scholars)

· Past vs. present/future orientation

· Polychronic vs. monochronic time

· Shame vs. guilt orientation

· Being vs. doing culture

By definition - 

· Context cultures

· HC - . . .one in which most of the information is either in the physical context or internalized in the person, while very little is in the coded, explicit, transmitted part of the message.

· LC - . . .the mass of the information is vested in the explicit code.

· Power distance – the degree to which the members of a society accept that power in institutions and organizations is distributed unequally. (or, the social distance between the powerful and powerless).

· Uncertainty avoidance – the degree to which the members of a society feel uncomfortable with uncertainty and ambiguity, which leads them to support beliefs promising certainty and to maintain institutions protecting conformity. (often about risk-taking tendencies).

· Individualism – a preference for a loosely knit social framework in society in which individuals are supposed to take care of themselves and their immediate families only; as opposed to Collectivism, which stands for a preference for a tightly knit social framework in which individuals can expect their relatives, clan, or other in-group to look after them, in exchange for unquestioning loyalty.

· Masculinity – a preference for achievement, heroism, assertiveness, and material success; as opposed to Femininity, which is a preference for quality of life. (also in terms gender roles as defined by the society).

In daily interaction, several of these dimensions are more relevant than others - 

China as a high-context culture, there might be situations where meanings are expected without explicit language. It’s important for westerners to learn to tolerate ambiguity sometimes. E.g., when a particular schedule is not set very clearly at the beginning of a task, it may be that the leader is prepared to handle unforeseen situations on the spot and does not want to be pined down to a specific timeframe. We need to apply patience and understanding in such situations.

As a culture with great power distance, China has a tradition of respecting the elderly and authority. Therefore, it is important for you to be respectful of group leaders, and faculty and staff who work with you on a daily basis. Challenging their authority can create uncomfortable situations and may complicate things for us. This is not to say that you cannot voice your opinion; rather, it is advised that you be considerate of their position and have a positive attitude when voicing your opinions. 
China is a highly collectivistic culture; therefore, we need to recognize that sometimes the good of the group override individual conveniences. Again, not to say that you cannot take care of your personal needs, but you should be aware of others’ needs, especially the need of the group as well.

China is not necessarily a typical polychronic culture, but in certain situations you might feel frustration because of the different preferences regarding time. Polychronic culture is defined by two meanings: a) that time is flexible rather than fixed to the clock; and b) that things can be arranged and happen in multiple rather than one thing at a time. The first meaning is primarily about promptness, while the second is about our way of using/arranging time. Chinese are generally prompt especially in work/business settings, including in school. However, there’s a tendency to have several things happen around the same time and not be faced. Americans, on the other hand, prefer to start one thing and have closure before moving on another. So, it is important to be aware of this difference and understand some behaviors in your interaction with Tsinghua students and others.
Last but not least, China, as most eastern/collectivistic cultures, is a shame-based culture rather than guilt based as Americans. It is extremely important to make the effort to preserve face of the self and other. Sometimes it is better to take the time to explain your position than getting to the point directly, which may be perceived as being rude.  
All of this is to remind you that cultural differences exist everywhere you go, but China is one of the cultures that differ most from our U.S. culture in many respects. It is not realistic to suggest that you change yourself to become a different person in order to communication/interact with Chinese, but it is beneficial if you could make an effort to adapt to the host culture while you are there. Think about the international students who have to adapt to our culture in order to live and study here. Overall, use your good common sense.  
Do let me know if you have questions. Email: mzhong@mail.sdsu.edu
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