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English to interact with others. Symbolic interaction consists of the exchange 
process of verbal and nonverbal messages that constitute the dynamics of 
communication between people across ethnic groups or cultures. 

Verbal and nonverbal symbolic cues serve as the emblems of our com
posite identities. Individuals in all cultures use culture-based language and 
nonverbal movements to communicate, to manage impressions, to persuade, 
to develop relationships, and to elicit and evoke their desired identity badges. 
These verbal and nonverbal patterns tell others something about ourselves 
and how we want to be perceived and treated. The language or dialect we 
engage in reflects our group membership affiliation. 

In the first few minutes of interaction with strangers, we form impres
sions of them, develop attraction or repulsion, and draw in-group/out-group 
boundaries based on respective symbolic identity assessments. In order to 
increase the likelihood of positive interaction outcomes with unfamiliar oth
ers, we must become mindful of our symbolic interaction process with cul
tural strangers. 

Summary 

We have identified eight identity domains that play a critical role in the 
mindful intercultural communication process. These eight domains are cul
tural identity, ethnic identity, gender identity, personal identity, role iden
tity, relational identity, facework identity, and symbolic interaction identity. 

In order to engage in mindful identity negotiation, we have to increase 
our knowledge base, our awareness level, and our accuracy in assessing our 
own group membership and personal identity issues. Concomitantly, we have 
to understand the content and salience issues of identity domains in direct cor
respondence with how others view themselves in a variety of situations. 

There are many more identities (e.g., social class, sexual orientation, 
age, disability) that people bring into an interaction. However, for the pur
poses of this interculturally oriented book, we shall emphasize the above 
eight identity domains as constituting the nucleus of the identity negotia
tion framework. The theoretical assumptions we pose in the next section 
are cast as a set of basic human needs that carry both culture-general and 
culture-specific meanings. 

THE IDENTITY NEGOTIATION THEORY 

The identity negotiation theory emphasizes that identity or reflective self
conception is viewed as the explanatory mechanism for the intercultural 
communication process. Identity is viewed as reflective self-images con
structed, experienced, and communicated by the individuals within a cul-

.·•· ture and in a particular interaction situation. 
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The concept negotiation is defined as a transactional interaction pro
cess (see Chapter 1) whereby individuals in an intercultural situation at
tempt to assert, define, modify, challenge, and/or support their own and 
others' desired self-images. Identity negotiation is, at a miniµmm, a mutual 
communication activity. At the same time, the communicators attempt to 
evoke their own desired identities in the interaction; they also attempt to 
challenge or support the others' identities. 

While some individuals are relatively mindless ( or act on "automatic 
pilot") about the identity negotiation process, other individuals are rela
tively mindful about the dynamics of that process. Mindfulness is, more
over, a learned process of "cognitive focusing" with repeated skillful practice 
(see the section on "Mindful Intercultural Communication" below). The 
present section is devoted to (1) the core theoretical assumptions of the 
identity negotiation theory and (2) an explanation of these key theoretical 
assumptions. 

Core Theoretical Assumptions 

In the context of this theory, one of the critical goals of mindful identity 
negotiation is to explore ways to obtain accurate knowledge of the identity 
domains of the self and others in the intercultural encounter. In a nutshell, 
the theory assumes that human beings in all cultures desire both positive 
group-based and positive person-based identities in any type of communi
cative situation. How we can enhance intercultural understanding, respect, 
and mutual support through mindful communication is the essential con
cern of this approach. 

The above theory assumes that while the efforts of both communica
tors are needed ta ensure competent identity negotiation, the effort of one 
individual can set competent communication in motion. The theory con
sists of the following 10 core assumptions, which explain the antecedent, 
process, and outcome components of intercultural communication: 

1. The core dynamics of people's group membership identities (e.g., 
cultural and ethnic memberships) and personal identities (e.g., 
unique attributes) are formed via symbolic communication with 
others. 

2. Individuals in all cultures or ethnic groups have the basic motiva
tion needs for identity security, trust, inclusion, connection, and 
stability on both group-based and person-based identity levels. 

3. Individuals tend to experience identity security in a culturally fa
miliar environment and experience identity vulnerability in a cul
turally unfamiliar environment. 

4. Individuals tend to experience identity trust when communicating 
with culturally similar others and identity distrust when communi-
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eating with culturally dissimilar others; identity familiarity leads 
to trust, and identity unfamiliarity leads to distrust. 

5. Individuals tend to feel included when their desired group mem
bership identities are positively endorsed (e.g., in positive in-group 
contact situations) and experience differentiation when their de
sired group membership identities are stigmatized (e.g., in hostile 
out-group contact situations). 

6. Individuals tend to desire interpersonal connection via meaningful 
close relationships (e.g., in close friendship support situations) and 
experience identity autonomy when they experience relationship 
separations. 

7. Individuals perceive identity stability in predictable cultural situa
tions and detect identity change or chaos in unpredictable cultural 
situations. 

8. Cultural, personal, and situational variability dimensions influence 
the meanings, interpretations, and evaluations of these identity
related themes. 

9. Satisfactory identity negotiation outcomes include the feeling of 
being understood, respected, and supported. 

10. Mindful intercultural communication emphasizes the importance of 
integrating the necessary intercultural knowledge, motivations, and 
skills to communicate satisfactorily, appropriately, and effectively. 

Drawing from the core assumptions of the identity negotiation theory, the 
following themes underscore the development of the discussions that fol
low: identity security-vulnerability, familiarity-unfamiliarity, inclusion-dif
ferentiation, connection-autonomy, and stability-change. We turn now in 
the following subsections to a summary discussion of Assumptions 1-4, 
then Assumptions 5 and 6, Assumption 7, Assumption 8, and Assumptions 
9 and 10. All assumptions are explained and developed in more detail in the 
rest of the book. 

Assumptions 1-4 

Assumption 1 has been discussed in the "Primary Identity Domains" sec
tion above. The basic idea concerning Assumption 1 is that people in all 
cultures form their reflective self-images such as cultural identity and ethnic 

. identity via their enculturation process. Through the content of their cul
tural and ethnic socialization experiences, they acquire the values, norms, 
and core symbols of their cultural and ethnic groups. Through their identity 
content and salience levels, their respective group-based and person-based 
identities influence and shape their thinking, emotions, and communication 
patterns when interacting with culturally dissimilar others. 

Thus, in order to understand the person with whom you are communi-
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eating, you need to understand the identity domains that she or he deems as ,>' 
salient. For example, if she strongly values her cultural membership ,,,,,n,., ... 
and gender membership identity, you need to find ways to validate and 
responsive to her cultural and gender identities; or if he strongly values his 
personal identity above and beyond his cultural or gender group membership, 
you need to uncover ways to affirm his positively desired personal identity. 
Through mindful communication, we can discover salient identity issues that 
are desirable to the individuals in our everyday intercultural encounters. 

The identity negotiation perspective posits that individuals in all cul
tures have similar basic human needs for identity security, trust, inclusion, 
connection, and stability in their communication with others (J. H. Turner, 
1987, 1988). The thematic pairs of the respective needs include identity 
vulnerability, unfamiliarity, differentiation, autonomy, and change. Since 
Assumptions 3 and 4 are extensions of Assumption 2, we also discuss these 
two assumptions here in relationship to Assumption 2. 

According to Assumption 3, we often experience insecurity or identity 
vulnerability because of a perceived threat or fear in a culturally estranged 
environment. On the other hand, we experience identity security in a cultur
ally familiar environment. Identity security refers to the degree of emotional 
safety concerning one's sense of both group-based membership and person
based identities in a particular cultural setting. Identity vulnerability refers 
to the degree of anxiousness or ambivalence in regard to group-based and 
person-based identity issues. 

According to Assumption 4, to the extent that an individual experi
ences identity trust when interacting with similar others, a predictable or 
reliable interaction climate is developed. Additionally, when individuals 
confront a common challenge, say, a group of international students arriv
ing in a new country to study, a sense of shared fate can be cultivated. To the 
extent that an individual experiences identity distrust when communicating 
with dissimilar others, an unpredictable or defensive interaction climate is 
established. While Assumption 3 focuses on emotional security and vulner
ability issues, Assumption 4 emphasizes cognitive predictability and 
unpredictability issues. 

We experience identity trust ( or a sense of reliability) in interacting 
with similar others because expected norms and routines occur with a high 
degree of frequency. Comparatively, we experience identity awkwardness in 
interacting with dissimilar others because unexpected behaviors (e.g., non
verbal violations behavior) and practices occur frequently and intrusively. 

Assumptions 5 and 6 

Assumptions 5 and 6 are about intergroup and interpersonal boundary regu
lation issues. Assumption 5 is about the theme of in-group/out-group-based 
boundary maintenance issues (see Brewer & Miller, 1996). Assumption 6 is 
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about the theme of relational boundary regulation issues of autonomy and 
connection in significant close relationships (see Baxter & Montgomery, 
1996). 

Assumption 5, the identity inclusion and differentiation assumption, 
refers to membership-based boundary maintenance issues. Identity inclu
sion is conceptualized as the degree of perceived nearness (i.e., emotional, 
psychological, and spatial proximity) to our in-groups and out-groups. Iden
tity inclusion is an in-group/out-group boundary maintenance issue in which 
our self-image is attached with some emotionally significant group mem
bership categories (e.g., racial or ethnic identification). Identity differentia
tion is defined as the degree of remoteness (i.e., emotional, psychological, 
and spatial distance) we perceive in regulating our group-based boundary 
with either in-group or out-group members. 

Mindful boundary regulation helps to satisfy ingroup inclusion and 
intergroup differentiation needs (Brewer, 1991; Brewer & Miller, 1996). To 
the extent that one's salient in-group (e.g., one's ethnic group) compares 
favorably with other relevant social/cultural groups, one may consider one's 
membership group positively. Conversely, to the extent that one's salient in
group compares unfavorably, one would choose different options. Such 
options can include changing one's identity group (if possible), changing the 
comparative criteria dimensions, reaffirming one's own group value, or down
grading the comparative group. 

Drawing from the social identity theory, Brewer (1991) argues that 
"social identity derives from a fundamental tension between human needs 
for validation and similarity to others (on the one hand) and a countervailing 
need for uniqueness and individuation (on the other)" (p. 477). The identity 
needs for both appropriate inclusion and differentiation exist as dualistic 
motivations to the intergroup communication process. Too much group
based inclusion may cause us to ponder the significance and meanings of 
our person-based identity. Too much group-based differentiation, however, 
may cause us to feel unwelcome or excluded. 

Assumption 6 concerns the thematic pair of identity autonomy and 
identity connection. Identity autonomy-connection is defined as an inter
personal relationship boundary regulation issue (e.g., from an autonomy
privacy lens to a relational connection lens) (Baxter & Montgomery, 1996). 
Cultural values such as individualism and collectivism influence our inter
pretations and evaluations of concepts such as "autonomy" and "connec
tion." 

For example, in an intercultural romantic relationship, an individualis
tic partner (e.g., an Australian boyfriend) may emphasize personal autonomy 
or privacy issues, while a collectivistic partner (e.g., a Vietnamese girlfriend) 
may invest more energy in regulating connection issues with the surround
ing family network issues (see Chapter 7). 

Furthermore, the theme of identity autonomy-connection is clearly 
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manifested through a culture's language usage (e.g., the frequent mentions 
of "I" messages in individualistic cultures vs. "we" messages in group-ori
ented cultures). It can also be observed in nonverbal actions and architec
tures that emphasize household privacy or household/communal plaza 
connectedness (see Chapters 4 and 5). 

In order to understand more in depth the relational theme of autonomy
connection, we need to have a strong grasp of the value orientations that 
frame the motif of autonomy and connection (see Chapter 3). We also need 
to pay mindful attention to the verbal and nonverbal message styles of people 
in different individualistic and collectivistic communities. 

Assumption 7 

Assumption 7 is concerned with identity stability and change issues over 
time. Identity stability refers to a sense of identity continuation or consis
tency through time-whether it is through cultural, ethnic, gender, or per
sonal identity preservation or rituals. Identity change refers to a sense of 
identity dislocation or transformation in the intercultural contact journey 
(see Chapter 9). 

The more an individual experiences or cultivates an optimal level of 
identity security and stability, the more she or he is likely to be open to 
constructive identity change. The more an individual experiences identity 
threats (e.g., identity differentiation and disconnection), the more he or she 
is likely to cling to identity stability. Overall, there exists a tolerable range 
of identity stability (or rootedness) and identity change (or rootlessness) in 
an intercultural transformation process. 

Too much identity rootedness will turn a person into a highly ethno
centric being. Too much identity change will turn a person into a highly 
marginal type with no moral center. However, a self-system without change 
will also stagnate. A balanced pendulum-like oscillation between identity 
stability and change will help to promote healthy professional and personal 
growth. Likewise, a complementary perspective in viewing the identity the
matic pairs-security-vulnerability, familiarity-unfamiliarity, inclusion
differentia tion, connection-autonomy, and stability-change-will help us 
to be mindful of the complex identity diversity within ourselves and others. 

Overall, J. H. Turner (1987) asserts that failure to meet the basic hu
man needs of security, predictability/trust, and inclusion can lead to diffuse 
anxiety and frustration in our everyday life. He concludes that our efforts 
to sustain a coherent self-conception are directly fueled by the three follow
ing motivation dimensions of group-based and person-based identity com
munication process: (1) the need to feel secure that things are as they appear; 
(2) the need to sense predictability or trust the responses of others; and (3) 
the need to feel included. 

However, how we go about establishing security, trust, inclusion, con-
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nection, and stability in ourselves and others depends heavily on culture
sensitive knowledge and competent communication skills. Mindful inter
cultural communication is achieved via a joint function of both com
municators successfully meeting the needs for identity security, trust, inclu
sion, connection, and stability in the identity negotiation process. 

Assumption 8 

Cultural beliefs and values provide the implicit standards for evaluating 
and enacting different identity-related practices. Cultural membership and 
hence its cultural values direct how we think about our "identities," how 
we construct the identities of others, and how these interactive identities 
play out in verbal and nonverbal symbolic interaction. 

Situational norms and rules influence the appropriate delivery of iden
tity lines or role enactments (Collier & Thomas, 1988). In "loose" cultures 
(e.g., Australia and the United States), deviation from situational norms 
( e.g., crossing against red lights and jaywalking) and proper role perfor
mance is tolerated. In "tight" cultures (e.g., Greece and Japan), people are ex
pected to follow closely the situational norms and interaction scripts of the 
larger culture (Triandis, 1994a). Deviation from appropriate role perfor
mance often evokes disapproval and sanctions from others. Factors such as 
cultural heterogeneity/homogeneity, low/high population density, and geo
graphic mobility shape the "looseness" or "tightness" of a cultural situa
tion. 

For example, a sparsely populated society (e.g., New Zealand) has only 
"loose" norms and rules to regulate the behavior of the people. In compari
son, in a densely populated society (e.g., India), the culture has developed 
many norms, rules, rituals, and an elaborate bureaucracy to "tightly con
trol" the behavior of the people and to reduce conflicts within the society. 

Finally, personality factors such as tolerance for ambiguity and per
sonal flexibility also help to promote identity security and inclusion of the 
self and others. Individuals who have higher degrees of tolerance for ambiguity 
or risk taking, for example, have less fear in approaching cultural strangers 
than individuals with lower degrees of tolerance for ambiguity (Ward, 1996). 
Individuals with personal flexibility are more ready to experiment with new 
knowledge and new skills in culturally diverse situations. 

MINDFUL INTERCULTURAL COMMUNICATION 

This section covers the outcomes, criteria, and components of mindful in
tercultural communication. While the outcomes are listed in Assumption 9 
of the identity negotiation model, the criteria and the components of mind
ful intercultural communication are presented in Assumption 10. 
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Langer's (1989, 1997) concept of mindfulness encourages individuals 
to tune in conscientiously to their habituated mental scripts and precon
ceived expectations. Mindfulness means the readiness to shift one's frame of 
reference, the motivation to use new categories to understand cultural or 
ethnic differences, and the preparedness to experiment with creative av
enues of decision making and problem solving. The concept of mindfulness 
can serve as the first effective step in integrating our theoretical knowledge 
with the identity-based outcome dimensions. 

Mindlessness, on the other hand, is the heavy reliance on familiar frame 
of reference, old routinized designs or categories, and customary ways of 
doing things. It means we are operating on "automatic pilot" without con
scious thinking or reflection. It means we are at the "reactive". stage rather 
than the reflective "proactive" stage. To engage in a state of m1ndfulness in 
competent intercultural communication, individuals need to be aware that 
both differences and similarities exist between the membership groups and 
the communicators as unique individuals. 

To be mindful communicators, individuals need to learn the value sys
tems that influence others' self-conceptions. They need to be open to a new 
way of identity construction. They need to be prepared to perceive and un
derstand a behavior or a problem from others' cultural and personal stand
points. Mindful communicators need to be on the alert that multiple 
perspectives typically exist in interpreting a basic phenomenon (Langer, 1989, 
1997). 

Threefold Outcomes of Mindful 
lntercultural Communication 

According to the identity negotiation theory, satisfactory outcomes include 
the feeling of being understood, the feeling of being respected, and the feel
ing of being supported. Together, they serve as the identity outcome dimen
sions. The accomplishment of a satisfactory identity negotiation process is 
contingent on the perceptions of the communicators in the interaction scene. 
It also depends on our willingness to practice mindfulness in our interac
tions with dissimilar others. 

To the extent that communicators perceive desired identities have been 
mindfully understood, accorded with due respect, and are supported, the 
involved parties should experience a high sense of identity satisfaction. To 
the extent that the communicators perceive that desired identities have been 
mindlessly bypassed, misunderstood, and/or insulted, the involved parties 
should experience a low sense of identity satisfaction. Thus, the construct 
of identity satisfaction acts as an essential criterion of intercultural commu
nication competence. 

Drawing from the discussion of the identity negotiation theory, the feel-
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ing of being understood is one of the most powerful means of being vali
dated (Cahn, 1987). The feeling of being understood connotes an echoing 
voice out there that empathizes with one's thinking, feeling, and behaving. 
The echoing voice does not necessary have to agree, but it has to have 
empathetic (i.e., "I know where you're coming from") impact. Identity un
derstanding begins with gathering accurate identity-based information and 
being culturally sensitive in probing identity-based details in the intergroup 
negotiation process. It also means the willingness to share facets of our own 
self-conceptions with others in a culturally sensitive manner. 

The feeling of being respected connotes that our desirable identity-based 
behaviors and practices are being deemed as legitimate, credible, and on a 
equal footing with members of other groups. Identity respect connotes the 
mindful monitoring of one's verbal and nonverbal attitudes in interacting 
with dissimilar others. It also means treating others' salient group-based 
and person-based identities with courteousness, consideration, and dignity. 

The feeling of being supported refers to our sense of being positively 
valued or endorsed as "worthwhile" individuals despite having different 
group-based or idiosyncratic identities. When a person perceives authentic 
and positive identity endorsement, she or he also tends to view self-images 
positively. When a person perceives negative identity endorsement, she or 
he also tends to view self-images negatively. 

Positive identity endorsement is typically expressed through verbal and 
nonverbal confirming messages. Confirmation is the "process through which 
individuals are recognized, acknowledged, and endorsed" (Laing, 1961, 
p. 83). Confirming communication involves recognizing others with impor
tant group-based and person-based identities, responding sensitively to other 
people's affective states, and accepting other people's experiences as real. 
Disconfirmation, on the other hand, is the process through which individu
als do not recognize others, do not respond sensitively to dissimilar others, 
and do not accept others' experiences as valid (Cissna & Sieburg, 1981). In 
confirming others on an authentic basis, we use identity-support messages 
to affirm others' alternative lifestyles, feelings, and experiences. In dis
confirming others, we use indifferent messages (e.g., verbally and nonverbally 
ignoring others) or disqualifying messages (e.g., patronizing language, evalu
ative language, racist and sexist language) to discount the others' feelings, 
thoughts, and experiences. 

We affirm others by the words and nonverbal actions we use in our 
communication with them. In communicating mindfully, our messages con
vey our understanding, respect, and support for dissimilar others on a holis
tic level. In interacting mindlessly, our messages convey evaluative attitudes, 
doubts, and mistrust. The positive or negative consequences of the identity 
negotiation process, ultimately, affect the development of quality intergroup 
and interpersonal relationships. 
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Mindful lntercultural Communication: 
Criteria and Components 

Mindful intercultural communication involves the appropriate management 
of shared meanings and effective achievement of desired goals. Shared mean
ings involve an acute awareness of meaning encoding and decoding on the 
content, identity, and relational level during the communication process it
self. Interpersonal goals refer to anticipated consequences or outcomes that 
people desire to achieve. Goals can include instrumental goals, self-presen
tation goals, and relationship goals (Cupach & Canary, 1997). Instrumen
tal goals are concerned with substantive outcomes or resources that people 
want to achieve in an interaction (e.g., changing another's attitude, gaining 
compliance, or asking for help). Self-presentation goals or identity goals 
refer to the personal or public images we want to sustain ( e.g., as intelligent, 
credible, or powerful) and want others to respect as a consequence of our 
interaction. Lastly, relationship goals pertain to the relationship status (e.g., 
more intimate or less intimate) we desire to maintain with another person. 

Mindful intercultural communication emphasizes the importance of 
integrating the necessary intercultural knowledge, motivations, and skills to 
manage process-based issues satisfactorily and achieve desired interactive 
goals appropriately and effectively. The necessary knowledge blocks that 
are facilitative to mindful intercultural interaction are discussed in Chapters 
3 through 10. A mindful intercultural communication model is presented in 
Figure 2.2. 

Assumption 10 of the identity negotiation theory emphasizes two ideas: 
the first is that mindful intercultural communication has three components
knowledge, motivation, and skills; the second is that mindful intercultural 
communication refers to the appropriate, effective, and satisfactorily man
agement of desired shared meanings and goals in an intercultural episode. 
Competent intercultural interaction emphasizes the importance of integrat
ing knowledge and motivational factors and putting them into mindful prac
tice in everyday interactions. Together with the criterion of "satisfaction" 
discussed earlier, two additional criteria guide the evaluation of mindful 
intercultural communication: perceived appropriateness and effectiveness. 

Criteria 

Spitzberg and Cupach (1984) propose that communication competence has 
two criteria: appropriateness and effectiveness. "Appropriateness" refers to 
the degree to which behaviors are regarded as proper and match the expec
tations generated by the culture. "Effectiveness" refers to the degree to which 
communicators achieve shared meanings and desirable outcomes in a given 
situation. Using these two criteria in evaluating mindful intercultural com-
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FIGURE 2.2. A mindful intercultural communication model: Components, criteria, and outcomes. 
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petence, we can define mindful intercultural communication as the process 
and outcome of how two dissimilar individuals negotiate shared meanings 
and achieve desired outcomes through appropriate and effective behaviors 
in an intercultural situation. 

Mindful intercultural communication relies heavily on the perceptions 
of the communicators in evaluating each other's communicative performance. 
What may appear effective ( e.g.; starting a public presentation with a joke) 
in one cultural context can be viewed as ineffective and inappropriate from 
another cultural perspective. Likewise, what may appear as appropriate (e.g., 
speaking apologetically or metaphorically) in one cultural context can be 
interpreted by another culture as inappropriate and ineffective. 

To act appropriately and effectively, individuals have to enhance their 
cultural knowledge and motivations in applying adaptive interaction skills 
in the intercultural encounter. Spitzberg and Cupach (1984) identify three 
components of communication competence: knowledge, motivations, and 
skills. Knowledge refers to the cognitive understanding one has in order to 
communicate appropriately and effectively in a given situation. Motivation 
refers to the cognitive and affective readiness and desire to communicate 
appropriately and effectively with others. Skills refer to the actual opera
tional abilities to perform those behaviors that are considered appropriate 
and effective in a given cultural situation. Of all the components of manag
ing intercultural differences, knowledge is the most critical component that 
underscores the other components of intercultural communication compe
tence. 

Knowledge 

Without culture-sensitive knowledge, cultural communicators may not be 
able to match cultural value issues with identity-related behaviors. Knowl
edge here refers to the process of in-depth understanding of certain phe
nomena via a range of information gained through conscious learning and 
personal experiences and observations. 

Overall, the knowledge base in this book focuses on how individualists 
and collectivists (see Chapter 3) negotiate shared meanings, manage differ
ent goals, and regulate identity and relational issues. In order to manage 
cultural differences mindfully, for example, we must take other people's 
cultural membership and personal identity factors into consideration. If others 
are collectivists, we may want to pay extra attention to their "process
oriented" (i.e., relationship-based) assumptions to communication. If others 
are individualists, we may want to be sensitive to their "outcome-oriented" 
(i.e., instrumental result-based) assumptions to communication. While this 
book provides culture-general knowledge in explaining identity-based com
munication differences, it is critical that culture- and ethnic-specific knowl
edge should be additionally pursued. Both culture-general and culture-specific 
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knowledge can enhance our motivations and skills in dealing with people 
who are culturally different. A fuller explanation of the various knowledge 
block factors can be found in subsequent chapters. 

To increase our knowledge, we need to be mindful of what is going on 
in our own thinking, feelings, and experiencing. The concept of "mindful
ness" can serve as the first effective step in raising our awareness of our own 
systems of thinking and judging. Additionally, through mindfulness, we can 
learn to be more aware of the commonalities and differences that exist be
tween dissimilar individuals and groups. Thich's (1991) concept of "mind
ful living" (a Buddhist philosophical concept) and Langer's (1989, 1997) 
concept of "mindful learning" guide individuals to tune in conscientiously 
to their habitual mental scripts and preconceived categorizations (e.g., rigid 
stereotypes). According to Langer (1989), if mindlessness is the "rigid reli
ance on old categories, mindfulness means the continual creation of new 
ones. Categorization and recategorization, labeling and relabeling as one 
masters the world are processes natural to children" (p. 63). 

To engage in a mindfulness state, an individual needs to learn to (1) be 
open to new information and ideas, (2) be aware that multiple perspectives 
typically exist in viewing a situation, and (3) learn to create ( or integrate) 
different standpoints, categories, and contexts to interpret an encounter 
(Langer, 1989, 1997). As Thich (1991) notes, "All systems of thought are 
guiding means; they are not absolute truth .... Learn and practice non
attachment from views in order to be open to receive others' viewpoints. 
Truth is found in life and not merely in conceptual knowledge. Be ready to 
learn throughout your entire life and to observe reality in yourself and in 
the world at all times" (p. 127). 

New information concerning intercultural communication can be ac
quired through multiple means of learning-attending intercultural classes, 
readings, interacting more in depth with dissimilar colleagues and class
mates, daily mindful observations, and traveling. Being aware that multiple 
perspectives exist means we come to the realization that there are multiple 
truths and multiple realities in framing any "bizarre" intercultural situa
tion. Creating or combining different standpoints means we should apply 
divergent thinking (i.e., looking at things from different angles) and 
integrative, systems-level thinking (i.e., a creative synthesis of different cul
tural approaches and resources) in solving an intercultural problem (see 
Chapter 8). 

Lastly, intercultural communication 'competence can be conceptualized 
along the following stages: (1) unconscious incompetence-the ignorance 
stage in which an individual is unaware of the communication blunders he 
or she has committed in interacting with a cultural stranger; (2) conscious 
incompetence-the stage in which an individual is aware of his or her in-

. competence in communicating with a cultural stranger but does not do any
thing to change his or her behavior or situation; (3) conscious com-



52 CONCEPTUAL FOUNDATIONS 

petence-the stage when an individual is aware of his or her intercultural " 
communication "nonfluency" and is committed to integrate the new knowl
edge, motivations, and skills into effective practice; and (4) unconscious 
competence-the phase when an individual is naturally or spontaneously 
practicing his or her intercultural knowledge and skills to the extent that 
the intercultural interaction process flows smoothly and "out-of-conscious 
awareness" (Howell, 1982) (see Figure 2.3 ). The third, "conscious compe
tence" stage is the "full mindfulness" phase in which communicators are 
fully aware of their own systems of thinking, reacting, and experiencing 
and simultaneously attending to the systems of thinking, feelings, and be
haviors of their interaction partners. The fourth, "unconscious competence" 
stage is the "mindlessly mindful" phase in which communicators move in
and-out of spontaneous mindfulness and "reflective mindlessness" in com
municating with dissimilar others. Competent transcultural communicators 
often rotate between the conscious competence stage and the unconscious 
competence stage-for the purpose of refreshening and sharpening their 
knowledge and motivations in dealing flexibly with dissimilar strangers. 

Motivations 

Motivations in intercultural communication competence refer to our readi
ness to learn about and interact with people who are different. Motivations, 
in the context of the identity negotiation theory, are viewed as identity do
main issues and identity needs' issues. From the identity negotiation per
spective, we believe that in each intercultural encounter process ( e.g., ranging 

Unconscious Competence 
Stage 

Conscious Competence Stage 

-------------------
Conscious Incompetence Stage 

~----~------------------
Unconscious Incompetence Stage 

~-----------------------
",FIGURE 2,3, Four-stage intercultural communication competence: A staircase model. 
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from a basic greeting ritual of "Hi, how are you?" to a prolonged diplo
matic negotiation session) identity dynamics play a critical role in our inter
action. A simple "Hi, how are you?"-"Fine!" interaction sequence reflects 
a cultural greeting ritual. It also evokes a short identity affirmation process: 
I see you-I greet you-and I affirm your existence. 

In order to understand the role of "motivation" in culture-sensitive 
terms, we need to understand how primary identities and situational identi
ties intersect and affect our intercultural communication process. We also 
should be mindful that the locus and focus of our different identity needs 
(e.g., security, inclusion, trust, connection, and stability) are influenced by 
our cultural membership and personal preference factors. In committing 
ourselves to deal with culture-based and individual-based differences mind
fully, we should have a good grasp of the assumptions presented by the 
identity negotiation theory. 

We need to understand the reasons b.ehind each assumption and be 
able to apply each flexibly in a diverse range of intercultural situations. We 
need to analyze systematically our identity needs and those of .others in an 
encounter situation. We need to be attuned to the identity domains and 
companion values that influence our and others' interactive behavior (see 
Chapter 3 ). We need to pay close attention to the identity needs of individu
als on both group-based and personal levels. We also should be reflexively 
aware of our own ethnocentric tendencies that we bring into an intercul
tural encounter situation. While our primary identities give us guidance and 
direction in our everyday lives, they also delimit our thinking and behaving. 
We tend to use our ethnocentric standards in evaluating dissimilar others' 
performance. A detailed explanation of the various motivational factors 
can be found in subsequent chapters. 

Skills 

Skills in this context are our operational abilities to integrate knowledge 
and motivations with appropriate and effective intercultural practice. Adap-

. tive interaction skills help us to communicate mindfully in an intercultural 
situation. Many interaction skills are useful in promoting appropriate and 

· effective intercultural communication. 
Some of these, for example, are values' clarification skills, mindful ob

<. servation skills, mindful listening skills, vei:,bal empathy skills, nonverbal 
· sensitivity skills, identity support skills, reframing skills, facework manage

ment skills, collaborative dialogue skills, and transcultural competence skills 
(see the "Recommendations" section at the end of Chapter 3-10). These 

.skills will be discussed as they pertain to the different topics in later chap
'. ters. 

Of all the operational skills, identity valuation is a major skill to mas
in mindful intercultural communication. For example, by paying atten-



54 CONCEPTUAL FOUNDATIONS · 

tion to the cultural stranger and mindfully listening to what she or he has to 
say, we signal our intention of wanting to understand the identity of the · 
dissimilar stranger. By conveying our respect and acceptance of group-based 
and person-based differences, we encourage interpersonal trust, inclusion, 
and connection. Lastly, by verbally and nonverbally confirming the desired 
identities of the cultural stranger, we reaffirm the intrinsic worthiness of the 
dissimilar other. Identity valuation skill can be conveyed through a word, a 
glance, a gesture, or responsive silence. 

The feelings of being understood, respected, and intrinsically valued 
form the outcome dimensions of mindful intercultural communication. 
Mindful intercultural communication emphasizes the appropriate, effective, 
and satisfactory negotiation of shared meanings and desired goals between 
persons of different cultures. Mindful intercultural communicators are re
sourceful individuals who are attuned to both self-identity and other-iden
tity negotiation issues. They are mindful of the antecedent, process, and 
outcome factors that shape the dynamic interplay of the intercultural com
munication process. They are also able to adapt to intercultural differences, 
flexibly and creatively, in a diverse range of communicative situations. 
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