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(Introductory slide)

My talk this evening will deal not only with the issue of how Americans, Germans and Austrians differ in their communication styles, but also the question interculturalists ask themselves continuously: “How do people understand one another when they don’t share a common cultural experience?” Now, this is not easy. There are many approches to answering this question. One is to examine historical events that have shaped a culture’s communication patterns. Putting communication in historical terms can provide insights, which in turn can lead to better understanding. And this is what I will attempt to do this evening.

I’d like to begin by mentioning an article that appeared in Der Spiegel about three years ago — you may have seen it… It was about Minister President Roland Koch of Hessen, who was on an official visit to Washington. He was in Vice President Dick Cheney’s office when George W. Bush suddenly “dropped in” to say hello.

Now, this openness is a bit unusual to say the least, something completely “beyond protocol”. But Bush hadn’t come to exchange niceties with Koch. He wanted to know why Chancellor Schroeder and a majority of German people didn’t support America’s intervention in Iraq. After all, the U.S. had eliminated a brutal dictator with minimal casualties among civilians and soldiers alike.

The President was, of course, seeking moral support…. And he probably thought that since Mr. Koch was not a political ally of Bundeskanzler. Schroeder, he might get an admission…Something along the lines of, “Of course, Mr. President, many of us are with you but it’s not always wise to say so…The political climate, you know,  the media…”

Instead, Koch was passionate. And he was quite straightforward. For the next ten minutes, he explained why the vast majority of Germans felt that war was serious business. He concluded by reminding the American president that the consequences of World War II were still deeply embedded in the German mindset.

A historical explanation. Which, as history has a tendency to do, translates into a cultural reality. And that creates a problem in intercultural communications. The vast majority of people, like Mr. Bush, don’t question their “take” on everyday reality. Bush’s assumption—or projection, really—is simple: Given the proper explanation, everybody with any sense will agree with the American view of things…

But as the American President found out in his encounter with Minister President Koch, that’s not how good intercultural communications works. When meeting with people from another country or culture, you need to be acutely aware that you don’t have the same historical and cultural conditioning as they do…

My goal this evening is something along those lines. It is to demonstrate that you will always see people who are not of your country, your region, your hometown…that you will always see them “in your own light”. This is the source of intercultural misunderstanding — the ageless human tendency to project your values onto others and to be frustrated when they don’t understand you. To overcome the problem, you need to not only understand the other person’s cultural background, but yours as well. This principle is the basis for all intercultural training. 

With that in mind, I will attempt to show that American openness, German objectivity and Austrian conflict avoidance are all due to each people’s unique experiences. In the first part I’ll talk about the historical and cultural factors that led to three distinct behavior patterns. At the end, I’ll demonstrate how these invisible mindsets affect the communication process.

(First slide)

Let’s begin with this exchange between an American, an Austrian and a German, the kind of thing some of you may have already experienced: At an office in Vienna—

Scott: 


Where do you want to go for lunch?

Franz-Joseph:

How about the Plachutta?

Scott: 


That sounds good. Let’s ask Karl to join us?

Gerhard: 

I don’t know him. Who is he?

Scott: 
You know…He’s the guy who started in Wolfgang’s department yesterday.

Gerhard: 

But you don’t invite a stranger just like that.

Scott: 


Why not? It’s a chance to meet somebody new!

Franz-Joseph:

Come on Gerhard, don’t be so rigid! Let’s take up his suggestion.

American casualness, Austrian Gemütlichkeit and German formality. What could be more normal? 

For many foreign observers, Scott is too open to be real. And they may conclude that he‘s superficial. But that’s not the way Scott sees it! Americans are happy-go-lucky... Act happy, be lucky. Be friendly, make a friend. Scott thinks, “Karl’s probably a good guy, let’s find out!”

What foreigners often fail to understand is that Americans are guided by egalitarianism. Ever since the founding fathers wrote the Declaration of Independence in 1776, Americans firmly believe that all women and men are equal. No person is inherently better than another. And this is reflected in American communication style by a willingness to converse freely across a wide range of social classes and circumstances.

So, when a new employee shows up in an American office, the first thing co-workers do is invite that person out for a few drinks. “Innocent until proven guilty.”…With the added dimension that few are found guilty, few are rejected. Basically, you’re “in” unless you do things that force the group to push you out. American friendliness starts off with big handshakes, lots of smiles, first names,  jokes, drinks, …Hard not to get along under those conditions!

On the other hand, Germans, and to a certain extent, Austrians as well are comfortable keeping distant. Americans can’t understand this. It feels intuitively wrong to them.

Gerhardt and Franz-Joseph would be more inclined to go to lunch with Karl just to discuss business. If Karl has something to offer in the way of conversation or ideas, it might become a habit (mostly because they work in the same building). Americans look at what Germans and Austrians consider a comfortable social setting and see a lot of people acting like they’re uncomfortable…It’s the difference between an office “reception” and a party. Most Americans are convinced that Germans and Austrians would have more fun if they could just loosen up. In any case, after nearly four centuries, the New World is still at odds with the Old.

The reasons behind American openness—also known as “friendliness”—are found in the historical development of the country. The “revolutionary democracy” known as the United States of America was founded by northern European settlers, mostly from Great Britain, who were fleeing religious persecution. Forced to begin again elsewhere, they had little use for the traditions of the societies that had rejected them. What they did have was enthusiasm for new ideas…

(Second slide)

One in particular was from the 18th century French philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau and his belief in the goodness of nature. The Americans found Rousseau’s ideas corresponded exactly to their outlook on life. That it was in man’s nature to be good meant that a man could better himself as well; he could improve his condition in life. There was an economic benefit to this. By believing in the good of others—and making a point of establishing goals “for the good of all”—society becomes more efficient, dynamic. 

(Third slide)

More importantly, mutual trust helps eliminate friction, the time-consuming process of doubting and judging. When building a nation, decisions have to be made quickly.  “Yes or no” and “time is money” become the norm. It’s an overly simplistic notion of life, which ignores the complexities and nuances that existence continually presents. But it was exactly what America needed to develop itself.

The almost naïve can-do approach turned out to be incredibly successful for both immigrants and their American offspring. All in all, the American Experience quickly revealed a multitude of reasons for rejecting the rigors of European behavioral codes.

With time, trust in humanity, blended with rich natural resources, gave way to a unique behavioral trait: the “pursuit of happiness”. It is found nowhere else in the world.

(Fourth slide) 

It was a race open to anyone with energy and determination, so much the better if they had vision, new ideas of their own. Opportunities were overflowing, and all were invited to move up the social ladder. 

Upward mobility relies heavily on positive reinforcement, which is to say compliments, smiles and praise. Back in 1831, the young French aristocrat Alexis de Tocqueville noted this behavior in his brilliant classic “Democracy in America”:

“In dealing with strangers, Americans seem to be impatient with the slightest criticism and have a continual need for praise.”

De Tocqueville went on to say that Americans tended to view strangers as probable friends and also as potential allies on the road to success.

The increasing presence of immigrants — beginning massively with the Irish during the Great Famine of 1845-1849 — meant new “strangers”, waves of them. They needed help getting started in America and quickly learned strategies to reach out to people they didn’t know.

In any case, early Americans didn’t worry much about privacy, especially as they moved toward the Pacific coast in the latter half of the 1800s. 

(Fifth slide)

Their real problem was how to find companionship in the wide-open spaces. Friends and allies were necessary to conquer nature and build the country. Once again, being open and inclusive was the logical answer.

Upon his retirement in 1796, George Washington used to send a servant to wait at the crossroads near his Virginia estate. As he put it, “to invite any casual passerby to enliven the dinner table with news of the outside world”.

This same impulse is present in America today: at bus-stops, at the supermarket, and in lunchrooms everywhere. Whether or not they know you, people are liable to ask, “How’s it going?” or venture, “Sure is hot out!” They’re hoping for a little conversation. There is a directness there, an openness which is refreshing. But it can also become annoying when you have your mind on other things…

Non-Americans—even those who speak English well and have spent time in the U.S.—are always faced with a dilemma. Friendliness is good, certainly better than spontaneous distrust, but isn’t it also a bit naïve? 

Take the ease and speed with which Americans invite people they barely know into their homes. Charming or…alarming? 

When you visit, they insist on showing you everything, including bedrooms and bathrooms…Even the architecture reflects this openness—large windows for everyone to look into. (Wife) While visiting the United States in 1924, the Swiss psychologist Carl Jung was prompted to write:

“The most amazing feature of American life is its boundless publicity. Everybody has to meet everybody, and they even seem to enjoy this enormously. To a Central European such as I am, this American publicity of life, the lack of distance between people, the absence of hedges or fences round the gardens is completely foreign….One can look from the street right through the sitting-room and the adjoining bedroom into the backyard…This is more than disgusting; it is positively terrifying.” 

(Sixth slide)

Terrifying because, in densely-populated Europe, privacy was hard to come by. Even more importantly, centuries of tribal warfare, pestilence and general insecurity meant that strangers were viewed with distrust. Europe has been marked by massive losses of life that have remained in its collective subconscious. 

Europeans give more thought to the threat of potential enemies than the possibility of making new friends… This hasn’t been the case of the U.S., which, apart from the American Civil War, has had a relatively positive historical experience.

Caution, thus, is an Old World reflex, especially when dealing with people you don’t know. Germans, in particular, are sensitive about keeping a respectful distance. As a U.S. journalist noted:

“Americans are accustomed to meeting strangers and being welcomed openly by them…They often equate formality with unfriendliness and lack of ease. Germans, on the other hand, have been raised to view reserve and formality as the proper signs of respect for people they don’t know well.”

(Seventh slide)

Parallel to talking to everyone they meet, Americans have a restless “need to achieve”. In a country founded on democratic principles—a culture which claims to be without class distinctions--Americans define themselves mainly through individual material acquisitions.

The need to achieve—expressed so well by the American term “being pro-active” —goes hand in hand with the pursuit of happiness. It originated with the colonial Puritans, whose intellectual luggage was the Calvinist doctrine of “predestination”. In it, individuals were predestined by God as either chosen for salvation or doomed to Hell. This led to existential insecurity among the Puritans. Their solution to this dilemma was to seek refuge in the idea that God’s permission to become successful was a sign of being chosen. 

It went something like this: If people put their mind to achieving something and work hard to get it, they will inevitably be successful, and thus will receive God’s grace. Later, as the power of Puritanism waned, these beliefs were transformed into secular achievement and materialism. Benjamin Franklin, America’s most eminent 18th century statesman summarized these values in his famous almanac called Poor Richard.  Proverbs like “Early to bed, and early to rise, makes a man healthy, wealthy and wise” or “time is money”  epitomize Franklin’s secularized approach towards Puritan virtures.

Americans believe that great things lie just over the horizon, to be had with the next job or opportunity. As a result, they’re willing to pick up and try something else—or try the same thing elsewhere—at the drop of a hat.

De Tocqueville was struck by this phenomenon and wrote, again in 1831:

“An American will build a house in which to pass his old age and sell it before the roof is on; he will plant a garden and rent it just as the trees are coming into bearing; he will clear a field and leave others to reap the harvest; he will take up a profession and leave it; settle in one place and soon go off.”

Americans are happiest when success is visible and can be specifically measured via scoreboards like sales figures, bestseller lists, TV ratings, I.Q.s and, of course, salaries. Professional success in the U.S. —whether in business, science, medicine, law, sports or the arts— is what counts. Not family name, education, or social class. “Winning”… Getting ahead is everything and material rewards are seen as the proof of victory.

Another thing worth reflecting on: Americans almost never think of themselves as poor. Perhaps uniquely in the world, people from the lower and the middle class almost always think of themselves as “pre-rich”!… 

(Eighth slide)
The formula has been, up to now, self-fulfilling and it is the essence of immigration. A century and a half after the Irish, newly-arrived foreigners continue to believe in the opportunities their children will have — upward mobility:  

Our children will be educated. They will work hard. “The sky is the limit”…for them. They will succeed where we, their parents, never had a chance… 

In this context, it‘s interesting to note that American children are continuously told that “anyone can become President of the United States. It’s only a question of will.”. 
So, guided by a strong ‘need to achieve’, Americans are constantly on the move.

(Ninth slide) 

On the move geographically, socially, and  economically. All in all, Americans feel they don’t have the time to form “real” relationships.  Driven by the value “time is money”, they’re quick to change their way of thinking, quick to try something new, always ready to “make a deal”…  

(Tenth slide) 

The end result is that they’ve developed strategies to interact quickly and  openly -- or, as some say,  “superficially”.

Contrast this with German austerity, discretion, objectivity…

(Eleventh slide) 

Or—as many non-Germans say—an “overly-serious nature”. Let me relate the experiences of two foreigners based in Germany. The first one is taken from the book “Die Deutschen, wir Deutsche” by Dr. Silvia Schroll-Machl. She is a leading German interculturist, having done extensive research in German communication styles:

1) A Spanish technician working in Frankfurt goes home for a holiday and brings back a local wine to offer to his German colleagues. He says: “This is a wine from my region for you to try out. It’s to say to you all that I like working with you.” 

The Germans are completely surprised. “This is for me? Why?” It’s almost embarrassing for them and they struggle to find a few words to thank the man. The Spaniard can’t help but notice and comes away with the feeling he’s caused embarrassment more than anything else.

Or consider the experience of my wife with a pediatric doctor in Stuttgart. My wife took our two-year daughter for a physical check-up. At that time, our daughter was an over-active two-year-old child. This bothered the doctor and instead of examining her, he proceeded to tell my wife in a straight-to-the-point, objective manner that if she didn’t take discipline measures, our daughter might well become a juvenile delinquent. Although he meant well, his overbearing frankness and tacklessness shocked my wife, who comes from a culture that weighs its words carefully.

(Twelfth slide)

Both examples make clear that Germans at work communicate on the objective level; social and personal factors, although nice, are considered secondary and not necessary. To fully understand the two situations I have just told you about, we have to look at the rudiments of communication. 

When people interact, they meet on one of two levels. Although the two overlap, communication is principally objective (in which case it’s about “content”) or personal (meaning “relationship-based”).

Obviously, feelings can easily be hurt when the Spaniard and French attempt to offer a potential “relationship”, but it takes place in the context of an “objective” culture.

(Thirteenth slide)

Going deeper into this, let me share the work done in the late ‘80s by German and American linguists, who systematically analyzed how their respective cultures communicated. The research shows that the basic goal of German communication is emphasize content and downplay the personal. The overriding goal to get at the truth (Wahrheitssuche). When Germans communicate, they unconsciously wish to appear credible and objective. This is especially true among university-educated Germans, who feel the need to appear credible, especially in the work environment. 

Closely related to this is a strong emphasis on being objective, which tends to make conversation fact-oriented and somewhat formal. You can experience this in its extreme on Germany’s most popular TV program — the 8 o’clock news on the first German channel. The news announcer is for me the quintessence of German objectivity, speaking in a steady monotone and displaying absolutely no emotion. No matter what may be happening in the world, objectivity remains.

Americans, according to the research, accentuate both, the content and personal relationships even when dealing with business matters. Unconsciously, they want to be liked, or, if you will, socially accepted. They are generally more outer-directed, and are guided less by inner values than by the opinion of others. 

We must also consider the value of equality, which is, as I said earlier, deeply embedded in the American mindset. This is expressed by a willingness to converse freely with anyone, making communication informal. Here again, you can experience this on CNN news. The news caster might turn to his colleague for the weather and make a remark, such as “Janet, you have a nice tan. I can see you enjoyed your holiday in the Bahamas. Tell us about the weather in the Caribbean Sea.” Non-Americans find this amusing, but often perceive it as somewhat child-like. 

Another example of the equality value is when a new American boss introduces himself to staff, he’ll probably say: “As you know, I’m the new manager. Now, before we get down to business, I want you all to call me Bob.” In a German business setting, if someone attempts to introduce a sense of “informality” beyond the professional one, it can actually be considered impolite and audacious. When introductions are made, the emphasis is on formality and distance.

Why are Germans so formal, “objective-minded”? A lot of research has been compiled on this very question and the following historical factors provide us with insights. 

(Fourteenth slide)

1) The influence of Lutheranism --

Martin Luther led a revolt against the Catholic Church and its “abuses” with his famous 95 Theses. One of which was that reform start by keeping the emotional separate from the sacred. According to Luther, such emotional feelings weren’t a necessary part of faith. An intellectual, rational connection to God was far more solid.

With time, these values became secularized in Germany. Not only the superiority of objective reasoning, but also the idea that you prove your worth to God through the diligent mastery of a craft. Germans refer to this as Berufung, a “calling” in life. 

One’s love for God was expressed by performing tasks as well and as honestly as one could. Thus, the frequently-used phrase, “Ich muss meine Pflicht tun.” I must do my duty. The German sociologist Max Weber later called this the “Protestant work ethic“. As you realize, this attitude to work and to God is quite different from the American. Germans works hard as an end in itself, whereas Americans work hard as a means to achieve wealth and social mobility.

(Fifteenth slide) 

2) Das Land der Mitte --

Much of what we now call « typically German » -- perfection, objectivity and need for order -- can be attributed in large part to a relatively dreadful past. As any psychiatrist will tell you, a child who has been traumatized will often grow up to be a perfectionist so as to avoid feeling powerless. The same can be extrapolized to the German people. 
American historian Gordon Craig, in his classic book, The Germans, points out that the country has suffered more than its share of wartime horror. For centuries, Germany had the misfortune of being das Land der Mitte, the country in the middle. 

It started in 1618 with the Thirty Years War, which was a gigantic duel between Austria and Spain, on the one hand, and France, Sweden, Holland and Denmark on the other. The majority of the battlefields were in Germany. 

The consequences were horrendous. By 1641 the population of Württemberg had been reduced from 400,000 to 48,000. Its northern neighbor, the Palatinate, had lost 80% of its people. Likewise, physical property was ruthlessly destroyed. Swedish troops alone demolished 18,000 villages in the last years of the war, along with 1500 towns and 200 castles.

Despite the fact that northern and eastern Germany — Upper and Lower Saxony, Holstein, Oldenburg, Hamburg and Prussia — were relatively untouched by the war, the country as a whole lost about 35% of its population, falling from 21 million people to about 13.5 million. In fact, the loss of life in ratio to the population was seven times greater than that which the Germans suffered in World War II. 

The terrible psychological and social toll had a profound impact on generations to come. Other conflicts were to follow: the Seven-Year War, Napoleonic Wars, the Franco-Prussian War, then two World Wars. And the Holocaust brought disgrace and shame upon the German people as a whole.

Not only was there mass destruction and death, there were also massive financial losses. Runaway inflation wiped out the middle class in the ‘20s and led directly to Hitler. And, in 1948, currency reform meant the Reichsmark lost 90% of its value in just one day.

Given Germany’s tragic and violent past, it’s not surprising that wars and their consequences have translated into a national Angst towards uncertainty and an almost neurotic need for order. 
(Sixteenth slide)

3) The power of Prussia—

The founding of the Second Reich by Prussia, in 1871, reinforced the concept of duties and responsibilities for citizens. Prussians were strongly influenced by Calvinism, which taught “God-fearing people” to seek the truth (Wahrheitssuche) no matter what the cost, and also to render service and obedience. The statement, “Each person is to fulfill daily tasks impersonally, objectively and correctly” was amended to include for the good of the German state.

The ideas of the Enlightenment also weighed heavily, with emphasis placed on intellect and rationalism --“logic and learning”. Prussia reorganized its army and created a strong bureaucracy, concentrating on military power. By defeating the French in 1870 and, in fact, uniting Germany, the Prussians convinced educated citizens across the land of the effectiveness of a well-organized, objective society.

.

(Seventeenth slide)

4) The consequences of 1945 --

The fall of the Nazi regime brought home to all Germans the horrors committed in their name—dem Deutschen Volk—by their former government. Collective feelings of guilt and self-hatred became the norm. Not surprisingly, this led to the avoidance of all forms of emotional extremes, from false enthusiasm to pathos.

Perfectionist behavior, absolute correctness, colorless objectivity…From 1945 on, these became a kind of Leitmotiv to feelings of worthlessness in an environment of total chaos. In this context, the cultural importance of the Wirtschaftswunder is clear. 

Rebuilding the nation was apolitical. It was an activity to which one could devote oneself wholeheartedly, without any sense of guilt. It was, in point of fact, nothing less than rebirth, a spirtual cleansing…

Austria also suffered during World War II and all the other wars in which Germany was involved. One would think sharing a common historical fate, along with the same language and many similar cultural values, Austrians would have the same communication style. Yet, they don’t. 

(Eighteenth slide)
Interculturalist Frank Brück writes in his book Interkulturelles Management: Kultur Vergleich Österrreich, Deutschland, Schweiz, “Whereas Germans like to be objective, direct and credible, Austrians emphasize relationships and avoid conflict.” As one young Viennese summed it up to me, “Die Österreicher sind ein fröhliches Volk”, always trying to smile and maintain Gemütlichkeit with others, even if it means not fulfilling the task.

You can note this in their language. When a German says he’ll do something, he’ll say “Wir machen es”. You get a clear sense that the task will be done. An Austrian is more likely to say “Wir machen es schon”. The underlying message is we will try to get it done.

Or take the Austrian concept of promise – versprechen. I learned it within a few days after to moving to Vienna.

After my wife and I finished unpacking, we had a lot of cardboard boxes that belonged to the moving company. I called up and was told by a nice, young woman that a truck would come by on Friday.  All I had to do was put the boxes out on the sidewalk, which I did. 

But by Friday late afternoon, they were still there. I called the company and before I could say a word about the unfilled task, the young lady immediately apologized and promised me in a most charming manner the boxes would be picked up the next day. As you can see, a conflict was avoided.

So I brought all the boxes back into the apartment and, the next day, dragged them all back out to the sidewalk. I assumed that a promise meant a promise, the way it does in Germany. 

Well, the boxes weren’t picked up on Saturday either. There were finally taken away on Tuesday!

Why do Austrians seek to avoid conflict? I’ve been observing how they communicate and talked to quite a few myself in the past few months…

I’ve also done some reading and found a few things that may provide an explanation.

(Nineteenth slide)

     1.
The Influence of Catholicism --

Austria is a Catholic culture. Catholicism is a religion of synthesis, acting as a mediator between Man and God. It teaches sins can be forgiven through the act of confession. Psychologically, this has an enormous liberating effect -- the heavy burden of self-responsibility is gone. Light-hearted behavior is possible; sins can be washed clean; nothing is starkly black and white…

Compare this to Germany, heavily influenced by the writings of Luther and Calvin, which teach people that they have to find their own moral responsibility toward God, done  through honesty and truth (Wahrheitssuche). The emphasis on self-reflection and righteousness are, at times, placed higher than harmony with others. Moralistic, confrontational behavior is almost guaranteed. 

(Twentieth slide)

2.
A Conservative Tradition --

Being right in the middle of Europe, Austria has absorbed contradictory currents of Western democratic thinking and Eastern despotism. 

The relatively egalitarian spirit of Western European culture came from free City States like Venice, Frankfurt, Lübeck and Hamburg. People in these cities could question freely and without fear the status quo They played a decisive role in the development of self-governing independent regions. They also evolved into a separation of church and state. 

This never happened in Austria. Not one of its cities demonstrated signs of independence. 

Vienna, Graz and Innsbruck were originally the residences of local nobles. Then they became administrative centers for the Habsburg rulers. Salzburg belonged to the richest and most powerful archbishop in the German-speaking territories. 

Additionally, you have the Habsburg’s approach to governing. They ruled with an alternate mixture of “humanistic absolutism”, exemplified by Joseph II, and police-state controls, symbolized by Metternich — a sort of conservative Yin-Yang arc. 

The upshot of this is Austrians are more likely to accept the status quo. Historically, they have never “burned down the house”, like the French did in 1789. Because they don’t like to rock the boat, they have learned to express dissatisfaction and frustration indirectly in a round-about manner. 
(Twentieth-first slide)

3. Keeping a multi-cultural Empire together --

There is a famous Latin proverb that every Austrian school child learns by heart: “Bella gerant ali, tu felix Austria nube!”

“Mögen die andere Ländern Kriege führen, Du, glückliches Österreich heirate”. 

“Let other countries carry out wars—you, lucky Austria, marries.”

This describes the Austrian character in a nutshell. Through charm and beating around the bush, compromise can be found and conflict avoided. The origins for this behavior can be found in what it took to maintain the Austro-Hungarian empire!

For 600 years the German-speaking Habsburgs ruled a large territory--consisting of many different ethnic and cultural groups--Hungarians, Romanians, Poles, Czechs, Slovakians, Croatians, Slovenians and Italians… 

The ruling elite found out over time that it couldn’t just issue orders and decrees and expect to maintain peace. There were too many cultural frictions and tribal issues. 

To keep this vast empire together at minimal cost and energy, the Habsburgs turned to multi-ethnic reconciliation: listening and compromise. They essentially become “cross-cultural swingers”, working with a dozen competing value systems! 

Through time, and without realizing it, and I quote “the country drew a good deal of its strength from the idea of the center, of compromise, exhibiting an almost narcissistic love of the middle way and a leveling of extremes”. 

Anybody wishing to integrate and work successfully in the Austrian-Hungarian empire, especially in Vienna, had to demonstrate diplomatic skill. The Prussian-Calvinistic value of Wahrheitssuche — telling the truth, even if it meant hurting the other — was an absolute no-no in Austrian circles. Instead, it was making compliments and softening the truth that became the modus vivendi of Austrians.

Today, many people call this “intercultural sensitivity”.

(Twenty-first slide)

Now that we‘ve gone through some of the historical and cultural reasons why Americans, Austrians and Germans communicate differently, I’d like to summarize with an example of the three different styles. 

I’m not going to use Goethe, Sissi or John Wayne, however…Instead, let’s look at three people you know quite well from today’s media.

Here’s a statement made about eight years ago by a well-known American—I’m sure every single one of you remembers it to this day! When asked about a certain relationship with a young intern, the President of the United States, --“I did not have sexual relations with that woman,…Ms. Lewinsky.” 

Although somewhat controversial and later revealed to be not the truth, I’ve chosen this sentence because I think it well reflects American communication. 

Clinton’s statement was short, simple and blatantly dishonest. 

Now, try to imagine former Bundeskanzler Schröder making the same statement in German: “Ich hatte keine sexuelle Beziehungen mit jener der Frau… Frau Lewinsky.” 
Those who are German will immediately think “Das geht nicht, etwas stimmt nicht.” 

Gerhard Schröder would have expressed it in a far different manner, something along these lines: 

“Ihre Frage unterstellt eine komplizierte Beziehung zwischen Frau Lewinsky und mir. Es liegt mir fern und ist nicht meine Art, lange Erklärungen abzugeben. Deshalb möchte ich an dieser Stelle mit aller Deutlichkeit sagen, daß ich ein sachliches und produktives Verhältnis zu Frau Lewinsky gehabt habe.” 

Even if you don’t understand German, Schröder’s answer would have been quite a bit more complicated…

As for Austrian communication, I’ve chosen Arnold Schwarzenneger. 

Although he’s an American citizen, his roots and personal make-up are not. 

In any case, he’d give it a big Terminator smile and say something along the lines of, “Whether we had a sexual relationship or not is what really counts. In Austria, we have a saying: --‘Whereas other countries make wars, you, happy Austria, marries. This is my philosophy in life — to have harmonious relationships with everyone, including Monika Lewinsky.”

I‘ve just given you three different responses and each one is firmly marked by cultural heritage. 

But when different styles are misunderstood, negative stereotypes are expressed and friction occurs… 

Americans see Germans as formal know-it-alls, and Austrians as undependable.

Germans and Austrians see Americans as superficial and even childish. 

And all are, in fact, mostly wrong in their judgments…

This is why understanding historical and cultural factors are so important. Simply stated, opening your minds to other people’s experiences create confidence and reduce cross-cultural confusion…

What I’ve done up to now is give you the logical, intellectual aspect of the equation. 

(Twenty-second slide) 

There is, however, another aspect of communicating that is equally important.   For that, I’d like to share with you a quotation from Jawaharlal Nehru. 

(Twenty-third slide) 

Nehru was India’s first prime minister and a very popular world stateman. He wrote many books, one entitled “Trip to America” where he discussed the meaning of understanding others: effective communication and understanding don’t only consist of reasoning and logic, you must also “open your heart and emotions.” 

(Story of American G.I. marries a German girl.

The message of this story, of course, is that--while you don’t need to fall in love with your foreign counterpart to communicate well --sharing your feelings helps you understand each other much better. 

With that in mind, I‘d like to end my talk by doing something that is very American — I‘d like to give you all a compliment. 

(Twenty-fourth slide) 

You‘ve been a great audience -- thanks you for your attention.



















