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How to talk about  
culture and difference 
 

It is no secret that I have a true love and passion for travel, culture, 

and communication that started when I was teenager.  It was quickly 

ignited on a high school exchange to Spain where I discovered I had 

a knack for learning foreign languages and an insatiable curiosity for 

other cultures. And I’ve been fortunate to work in the field of interna-

tional education and intercultural communication for 20 years now.  

By the end of 2013, I will have traveled to 20 countries, living in four. 

I’ve worked with people from a countless number of countries and cul-

tures consistently navigating the complexity of communication across 

differences. This e-book will be an invaluable resource for you as you 

develop and hone your skills. Please enjoy and share. 

Tamara Thorpe 

www.tamarathorpe.com 

Follow  me on Twitter 

@tamara_thorpe 
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Introduction 
 

This e-book is for individuals and groups who want to have 

conversations about culture and difference effectively and 

appropriately. It includes clear and easy to use definitions 

and a practical model for understanding the impact of cul-

ture.  A 3 Step Approach and a Checklist are provided to 

help increase your intercultural sensitivity and competence. 

Once you get to the end of this ebook you will be able to: 

 Differentiate cultural terminology,  

 Understand the complexity of culture and its impact on 

our values, beliefs, and behvaior and ; 

 Talk about culture and difference with more confidence. 

www.tamarathorpe.com 

The Author 
Tamara Thorpe takes Millennials to the next level in life and 

leadership. Join her online professional development hub for 

more resources and training, you will: 

 Learn more 

 Gain confidence 

 Find resources to go to the next level 

 Plus free tips and learning opportunities 
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What is Your 
Cultural I.D.? 
 

 

Our Cultural Identity is how we understand 

and define ourselves in relationship to our 

history, heritage, and life experiences. 

 

Understanding your own culture is the first 

step to understanding others.  

 

Recognizing our own cultural behavior is 

challenging; however, it creates the insight 

and perspective you need to  effectively 

identify and interpret other cultures. 

“Culture hides much more than it reveals, and 

strangely enough what it hides, it hides most effec-

tively from its own participants. Years of study have 

convinced me that the real job is not to understand 

foreign culture but to understand our own. ” 

Edward Hall 
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Step 1: Fold your paper in half vertically, then fold it in half horizontally 

 so you have 4 quadrants. 

Step 2: In the left corner of each quadrant, label the quadrant to 

 match the Cultural ID Chart 

Step 3: For each quadrant, complete the following sentence “I am…”: 

 Quadrant 1: Personally, I am.... (i.e. kind, smart, a mother, an athlete, etc). 

 Quadrant 2: Professionally, I am...(i.e. a leader, competitive, dedicated, a 

 writer, etc). 

 Quadrant 3: Sub culturally, I am... (Your sub-culture can include your race, 

 ethnic origin, religion, geographic region, sexual orientation, spirituality, etc). 

 Quadrant 4: As a (American, Canadian, Finn, etc), I am... (a consumer, indi

 vidual, etc., identify any and all characteristics or values you hold because 

 of your nationality). 

The Cultural I.D. Chart 

You will need: 

1. Paper 

2. Pencil 

3. The Cultural ID Chart 

There are a vast number of factors 

and experiences that make us 

who we are.  Complete this short 

reflective exercise to explore your 

own cultural identity. 

My Cultural ID: A reflective exercise 

Use this information to increase your cultural self-awareness. Be curi-

ous, ask questions, and gather more information about why you do 

what you do and why you believe what you believe. 
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Cross cultural 

When we compare and contrast the cultural patterns of one cultural group to an-

other cultural group. 

For example: 

In the United States, it is important to be “on time”; one should always plan to ar-

rive on time, if you are going to be more than 10 minutes late you should notify the 

person you are meeting. Being late is considered rude and disrespectful. 

In Mexico, time isn’t so set in stone, but more of a suggestion or approximation. 

Therefore, it is common for people to arrive late, from 30 minutes to an hour. It is 

not considered rude to be late. 

 

Multicultural 

This an ideology in communities where diverse cultural groups live together. Multi-

culturalism seeks to recognize and reach across boundaries of ability, age, class, 

gender, nationality, race, religion, sexual orientation and other personal, social 

and cultural identities. The objective is for each group to maintain qualities of their 

own individual culture, while respecting and understanding the differences in oth-

ers. 

 

Intercultural 

It is a scientific field of study that includes intercultural relations and communica-

tions. Intercultural studies examine what happens when two or more people from 

culturally different groups interact and communicate, and consider what is neces-

sary to do it effectively. 

Culture 

The learned and shared values, beliefs, and 

behaviors of a group of interacting people 

that includes patterns in our language, com-

munication styles, nonverbal behavior, values, 

conflict strategies, etc. 

Basic Terminology 
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“Differences exist, even though we don’t always know 

what they are, we experience them.”  

Edward Hall 

The Cultural Iceberg 
 

Culture is like an iceberg because only a small fraction of it is visible, 

while the majority of it is hidden. It is our deep and hidden cultural val-

ues, the unspoken and unconscious rules, which are more challenging 

to understand, recognize, and interpret. 

Surface culture is more 

explicit and tangible; 

it’s easier to identify 

and navigate. 

Deeper culture is more 

complex and abstract; 

it’s much more difficult 

to identify. 
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“People are different around the world. Their needs, 

however, are the same. How they satisfy their needs is 

different, and that is what we mean by CULTURE.” 

Jack Condon 

Invisible Attitudes  and Values 

friendship, attitude toward elders, problem 

solving, personal space, courtesy, conversa-

tion patterns, time, body language, touching, 

eye contact, family, religion, history, gender, 

sex, self, group, health practices, child-rearing 

beliefs, patterns of superior or subordinate 

roles, and patterns of handling emotion. 

Visible Behaviors and Practices 

customs, traditions, food, music, art, dress, 

holidays, eating habits 

 

Iceberg designed by Denis Talala on Dribble.com 
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Competence vs  
Sensitivity 

When you are interculturally competent, you are willing to learn 

to accept cultural differences. This empowers you to build au-

thentic relationships with others by understanding who they fully 

and truly are. Denying that culture influences our identity and be-

havior will limit your ability to genuinely interact and connect with 

another person. 

When you are interculturally sensitive, you have an ability to inter-

pret and analyze culturally different behavior.  Similar to a radar, 

being sensitive equips you to gather more information so you are 

able to be aware and perceive deep levels of cultural differences.  

Being sensitive to both your own culture and that of others will in-

crease your ability to adjust and adapt your behavior. 

Intercultural Sensitivity is “The capability to gener-

ate increasingly more complex perceptions and 

experiences of cultural difference.”  

(Bhawuk &Brislin, 1992) 

Intercultural competence is the 

ability to communicate effectively 

and appropriately in intercultural 

situations based on one’s intercul-

tural knowledge, skills, and atti-

tudes”  

(Dr. Darla Deardorff, 2008) 
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Just ASK! 
The 3 Steps to  
Intercultural   
Competence 

Step 1: Attitude 

It is necessary to have an open mind and be willing to in-

crease your awareness and understanding of your own and 

others cultural behavior. 

 

Step 2: Skills 

Being able to be culturally sensitive and competent requires a 

specific set of skills. Like learning any new skill, it requires edu-

cation, training, and practice. 

 

Step 3: Knowledge 

Cross cultural information, intercultural theory, and foreign lan-

guage acquisition will assist with the accurate evaluation and 

analysis of cultural behavior. 

Developing competence is process, 

not a destination. It requires a set of 

attitudes, skills and knowledge to 

produce the desired internal and 

external outcomes. See the com-

plete list on page 12. 
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Just ASK! 
 

Here is a comprehensive list of specific 

attitudes, skills, and knowledge that will 

facilitate the development of intercul-

tural competence and sensitivity. 

 

Attitudes 

 Respect 

 Empathy 

 Equity 

 Inclusion 

 Value other cultures 

 Curiosity and discovery 

 Willing to fail or take risks 

 

Skills 

 The capacity for storytelling 

 To be flexible and adaptable in your communication style 

 To apply active listening 

 Able to tolerate ambiguity “how long can you stand it when you 

don’t know what is going on?” 

 Able to observe and evaluate 

 Able to analyze, interpret and relate 

 

Knowledge 

 Diverse intercultural experiences 

 Cultural self-awareness 

 Culture specific information (cross-cultural information) 

 Culture general information (intercultural theory) 
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The  
Competency 
Checklist: 
 

 Be open minded 

 Suspend judgment 

 Assume you don’t understand 

 Be curious, ask questions 

 Shift your frame of reference 

 Develop multiple interpretations 

 Seek common ground 

 Take longer before you act 

Use this checklist to monitor your own progress! These are the ASK’s 

you want to apply to talk about culture and difference with confi-

dence! 
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Once you’ve got the basics, it will be time to go to the next level.  Go 

to www.tamarathorpe.com to sign-up for our monthly newsletter and 

register for our upcoming online trainings. 

 

Complete our FREE Coaching Assessment if you are interested in 1:1 

training to take your career to the next level: 

www.tamarathorpe.com/free-coaching-assessment 

You have only just 
scratched the surface!  
 

There is much more to learn to increase your intercultural 

competence so you can have effective and appropriate 

conversations with friends, colleagues, and business partners.  

The best team players and organizational leaders understand 

the complexity of cultural differences, and are able to adapt 

and adjust to communicate across those differences. 

In order to be competitive in today’s job market and to effec-

tively lead culturally diverse teams it is necessary to develop 

intercultural skills.   

 

http://www.tamarathorpe.com
http://www.tamarathorpe.com/free-coaching-assessment

