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Abstract

Literature on intercultural technical communication suggests that cultural dif-
ferences influence communication variables. However, there does not seem to be
a convincing empirical base upon which the bold assumptions in scientific and
practical publications can be founded. A small-scale study was carried out to
look for culture-related textual differences in user manuals from Spain and the
Netherlands. The results do not support the assumptions made in the literature.

1. Introduction

American people are more individualistic than Japanese. The Danish are
less impressed by authority than the French. The Finns have another style
of information processing than the Chinese. Dutch people attach much
importance to typically feminine values such as solidarity and pleasant
mutual relationships, and Spanish people have more appreciation for typi-
cally masculine values such as power and money.

Prejudice? Primitive ideas, grounded in a climate theory which has for-
tunately been superseded?' Even today, assertions such as these can still
be heard, often with reference to publications on subjects such as pitfalls
in intercultural management or problems in intercultural communication.

In a number of these publications, sensible reservations are made as to
the range of the conclusions from empirical studies. Hofstede, for in-

1 In a recent and often cited book on international business communication
(Victor 1992), it is stated that "factors like climate do influence a nation’s de-
velopment and cultural mind-set" (p. 49).
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stance, has stated many times that his findings on national culture only
partly explain the values and behaviour of individuals in different
countries. Other important variables are S€X, profession, age group, etc.
(see, for instance, Hofstede 1989, 193). _

In publications by others, however, such reservations cannot always be
found. In a study on cross-cultural analysis of U.S. and F lemish applica-
tions, for instance, the authors state that Belgians aré less assertive, more
humble, and less self-reliant in promoting themselves [as compared {0
Americans] (Connor et al. 1995, 459). In an article on cultural dimen-
sions in international business operations, to give another example, the
writer does not hesitate to qualify Germans and Swedes as good listeners,
and Frenchmen and Spaniards as bad ones (Lewis 1994, p. 306). And in a
paper on East West relationships, published in the same proceedings,» the
author expresses little doubt when stating that "we westerners learn by
doing, while Asian people learn by memorizing, looking and listening",
and that "we are taught to make decisions, while the Chinese leave the
decisions to the family, the teacher, or the boss" (Aarvik 1994, 58).

During the past decade, intercultural issues have also penetrated the
field of technical communication. As will be shown below, very strong
assumptions are sometimes made in this field to0 about differences in
documents and in communication strategies, differences between the
North and the South, the East and the West, and the Anglo-Germanic and
the Latin world. The question is whether there is an empirical base for
the confirmation Of refutation of these assumptions and of the communi-
cation advice that frequently accompanies them. This question, however,
is not asked very frequently. In the first part of this paper, We will try to
gketch a picture, admittedly a rather rough one; of the literature on inter-
cultural technical communication. We will then present some of the find-
ings of a study that we have done, and that - in our view - is one of the
few exceptions SO far to the rule that in intercultural communication re-

search, empirical data only play second fiddle.
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1. Facts or opinions?

Consider the following two examples of modern recommendations that
are made to technical writers who have to design a document for a
culture they are unfamiliar with. The examples are taken from Hoft
(1995), a well-written bestseller on intercultural technical communication.
In her chapter on performing international user-analysis, Hoft discusses
the issue of writing style as follows: : '

Be aware of writing styles that prevail in other countries as compared
to the writing style in your own country. [..] If you are performing
radical localization on an information product, you should instruct the
translator to emulate the writing style of the target country as closely
as possible (Hoft 1995, 76).

and:

Writing styles vary from country to country. Many English-to-French
translators describe American documentation as very repetitive, for
example. Good English-to-French translators will delete the repetition
in the American documentation to assume a more appropriate writing
style for the French audience (p. 76).

For a technical writer the first advice may seem too vague, too unpracti-
cal and hence, useless. The second advice is a bit more specific, but it ap-
pears to be based on quicksand.

These examples may suggest that in a book such as Hoft’s, there is no
reference to research or to theories on culture at all. That is not the case,
however. Like many others in the field, Hoft pays much attention to so-
called models of culture that have been proposed by Trompenaars, Hall,
Victor and Hofstede (cf. Hoft 1995, 77-91). The latter model is no doubt
the most famous and the most popular one. It was developed in the late
sixties, when Hofstede was a researcher at IBM and did a large-scale
multi-national survey on the employees’ personal values related to their
work situation (cf. Hofstede 1984, 1989, 1991, 1993, 1995). Both his de-
finition of culture and the dimensions of culture emerging from his sur-
vey, are quoted over and over again. Culture is described by Hofstede as
"the collective programming of the mind which distinguishes the mem-
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bers of one humane group from another" (1984, 21), or somewhat more
concisely (in the subtitle of his book from 1991) as "the software of the
mind".

From a statistical analysis of the answers he collected in his survey,
Hofstede infers that there are five major factors that can be distinguished
in this mental programming (Hofstede 1989, Bond/ Hofstede 1989):

power-distance: how do subordinates value inequality?

high:  France, Spain, Belgium
low: USA, Scandinavia, the Netherlands
o collectivism versus individualism: to what degree are individuals in-
tegrated into groups?

collectivistic: Japan, Mexico, Guatemala
individualistic: USA, the Netherlands, Belgium

o femininity versus masculinity: how are typically masculine work
goals (money, recognition, challenges) valued, as opposed to typi-
cally feminine work goals (cooperation, security, pleasant re-
lationships?)

masculine:  USA, Japan, Spain, Belgium
feminine:  Israel, Korea, the Netherlands

« uncertainty avoidance: to what extent do people feel threatened by
unstructured or unknown situations?

strong:  Greece, Spain, South Korea, Belgium
weak: USA, the Netherlands, Hong Kong, Great Britain

. long-term versus short-term orientation: to what extent are people
willing to make sacrifices now, in order to be rewarded in the

future?

long-term: Hong Kong, Japan, India
short-term: USA, Great-Britain, Brazil

How conveniently arranged this picture of cultural differences may seem,
it is not without problems. First of all, as Hofstede himself has empha-
sized on various occasions, this model does not imply that every member
of a cultural community shares the same values. These values are to be
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regarded as typical for a culture as a whole. Hofstede (1984) performed
analyses of variance on a large sample of his data to calculate the portion
of the scores of his respondents that could be explained by their culture.
It turned out that "of the total variance in the answers of the 3220 re-
spondents in the variance analyses, only 4.2 % 18 accounted for by their
belonging to one of the ten nationalities of the sample” (p. 52). Occu-
pation, sex, age, and most importantly, purely individual differences, to-
gether account for a much, much larger portion of the variance in Hof-
stede’s results.

Another objection that could be raised against Hofstede’s generalisa-
tions is that the questionnaires used by Hofstede are coloured by the typi-
cally western perspective of the researcher. As Hofstede (1995) himself
states, his questionnaire was not an ideal instrument for intercultural re-
search (p. 316). It might be that other questionnaires would have led to
different answers, and hence to different dimensions of culture.

A more practical problem is the following. Technical writers who want
information on what to do when designing a document for a culture they
are unfamiliar with, are left rather helpless after reading Hofstede’s con-
clusions. There is a wide gap between general insights into the values that
a certain audience might share, and specific knowledge of text character-
istics that would lead to successful documents for that same audience.
How, for instance, should femininity (or masculinity) be taken into ac-
count when describing how to install a computer program, and what is a
sensible way, if any, to deal with high power distance when creating an
index or a table of contents?

In the literature on intercultural technical communication, practical,
down-to-earth questions such as these are only rarely followed by con-
vincing answers based on general models of culture such as that of Hof-
stede. There are exceptions, however, where the advice does seem to be
related to this kind of research finding. Warren (1994) for instance, taking
Hall’s and Victor’s models of culture as a starting point, distinguishes be-
tween so-called monochronic cultures, where time is viewed as a quickly
moving river: linear and not renewable, and polychronic cultures, where
time is perceived more like a slowly moving pool: non-linear, and renew-
able. One of Warren’s assertions is that readers in a monochronic culture
are in need of quick reference manuals, overviews and summaries, where-

73




as readers in a polychronic culture are better served by documents that do
not ask for hurry, focus on details, and build the picture slowly (p. 178-
181). Obviously the reasoning on which an advice such as this is ground-
ed, goes as follows:

First premise: Culture X and culture Y differ with respect to dimension A.

Second premise: If two cultures differ for dimension A, then this difference
will manifest itself in communication variable B.

Conclusion: Communication in culture X will differ from communication
in culture Y for variable B.

By implication. Technical documents for culture X should differ from techni-
cal documents for culture Y with regard to variable B.

This reasoning, appealing as it may seem, raises some problems. Regard-
ing the first premise: it is at present hard to find real clear-cut cases of
two cultures that differ with respect to a variable such as for instance
time-perception. As Warren himself suggests, the differences are often
less extreme because of the influence of global communications (p- 180).
The second premise seems tO be refuted most of the time by empirical or
theoretical evidence. Take this case for instance: how can Wwe know for
sure that in a polychronic culture, readers will tend to focus on details
and build the picture slowly? But even supposing that the conclusion 18
correct, then the implication still seems questionable. Perhaps - after a
period of habituation, readers of technical documentation who are used to
lengthy instructions will prefer more concise documents, whatever the
cultural background of these readers might be. Perhaps in technical docu-
mentation, quality is a universal aspect that outweighs all kinds of
cultural influences. Only empirical research can provide the answers.

So far, only a few empirical studies on specific intercultural communi-
cation questions have been carried out, and the reports that have been
published are not as convincing as one would have hoped. A recent ex-
ample can be found in Technical Communication, in which Mirshafiei
(1994) presents a study on the influence of cultural background on char-
acteristics of students’ compositions. His subjects were some 220 Ame-
rican university students, who had immigrated to the United States and
had been living there for at least three years. Instead of offering the
reader a quantitative overview of the results of his analysis, Mirshafiei
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confines himself to a series of anecdotal examples, which he provides
with his own comments. He states, for example:

Arabs, Indians, Pakistanis, and Persians are encouraged by their cul-
ture to use a highly decorative and often hyperbolic language to ex-
press themselves. Americans, however, prefer to be more explicit in
communicating with one another (p. 277).

and:

This [extract from a reference letter that the author received from Iran]
illustrates distinct stylistic differences from a typical American letter of

' recommendation because of the influence of the writer's culture. Facts
in this letter are given in a highly exaggerated language, and generali-
ty has replaced specificity (p. 280).

and:

The above extract [example of a paragraph written by a student from
the Middle-East] illustrates circular presentation, which Western read-
ers may consider "lack of organization". Such writing is "unfocused" as
judged by our Aristotelian thinking. Apparently influenced by their cul-
ture, students who write in this way learned to use a circular, rather
than linear, structure (p. 279).

The type of reasoning underlying statements like these seems to go as fol-
lows:

First premise: ~ Culture X and culture Y differ on variable A.

Second premise: If cultural variable A affects technical communication, then
this will manifest itself in text characteristic B.

Third premise: ~Analysis shows that texts from culture X differ from texts
from culture Y in characteristic B.

Conclusion: Cultural variable A does affect technical communication.

Apart from the serious objections that might be raised against the way
each of the premises is ascertained by the author, the argument as a
whole must be regarded as unsound. It is similar to a case such as the
following:
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If A, then B
B
Conclusion: B

According to Aristotelian thinking, this is a clear-cut example of a fallacy.
Only if it is plausible that variation in cultural variable A is not merely a
sufficient, but also a necessary condition for variation in text characteris-
tic B, can the reasoning be considered valid. Otherwise, there is no justi-
fication why possible textual differences should not be attributed to other
than cultural factors, such as for instance language differences or differ-
ences in educational background.

In another, even more recent, example of empirical research into inter-
cultural communication, the same type of fallacy can be found, and it is
perhaps even more striking. We refer to the article by Connor, Davis and
De Rycker which we mentioned in the introduction (Connor et al. 1995).
The authors present the results of a study on similarities and differences
between US and Flemish letters of job application. They compared 74 co-
ver letters; 37 letters were written by Flemish students, the others by
American students. The Flemings were all full-time students, their aver-
age age was 19, their first language was Dutch, their university subject
was business, and none of them had any serious work experience. The
American students were on average "much older", their first language was

English, their university subjects varied, and most of them were part-time °

students with considerable serious work experience (p. 467).
We quote two statements from the first part of the article:

Although no previous research exists investigating cross-cultural differ-
ences in letter writing by Flemish speakers, one can expect Flemish
students to differ from U.S. students because of different styles of self-
promotion.(p. 459).

and:

This lack of self-promotion [of the Flemish, CJ/AVE] relates to Hof-
stede’s dimension of “"uncertainty avoidance”, the extent to which
people accept that power is distributed unequally. Belgium ranks much
higher than the U.S. on this dimension. This higher degree of trust
which Belgians and Flemings alike [sic!, CJ/ AVE] tend to put in author-
ity clearly affects their letters of application. If you trust your superior
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(i.e. your prospective employer) to make the right decisions, there is
no need for you to "come on strong" or to "glorify your success" your-
self (p. 459).

In these statements, the first two premises from the invalid reasoning
described above can be recognised:

First premise:  Culture X and culture Y differ concerning variable A (here:
the Flemish and the Americans differ in uncertainty avoid-
ance).

Second premise: If cultural variable A affects technical communication, then
this will manifest itself in text characteristic B (here: differ-
ences in uncertainty avoidance lead to differences in styles of
self-promotion in application letters).

How about the third premise? Are the texts from culture X different from
the texts from culture Y with regard to characteristic B? Following the
authors, their text analysis did indeed reveal that the American letters
exhibited a larger degree of informativeness and transparency than the
Flemish ones, that the Flemish applicants produced shorter letters, and
that the Flemish made more mistakes especially at the level of spelling
and sentence grammar.”> The authors lump these results together by stat-
ing that:

Our data reveal that the U.S. job applicants are much better at promot-
ing themselves. [...] By contrast, the Flemish group seem to content
themselves with referring the prospective employer to the enclosed
resumé and do not generally provide supporting arguments (p. 473).

After this third premise, the conclusion of the fallacy that cultural
variable A (here: uncertainty avoidance) does affect communication (here:
applying for a job) seems obvious. The authors finish by stating that:

Just as in real life, [the applicants] were very much left to their own de-
vices. It is this fact which allows us to make reliable generalizations
about cross-cultural variation in the present study (p. 473).

2 That last result can hardly have come as a surprise in view of the fact that
all letters, including those by the Flemish, had to be written in English.
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We cannot agree with the authors here. The design of their study simply
does not permit any generalisation as to the influence of culture on com-
munication. The list of alternative, competing explanations for the alleged
differences is far too long. \

Is this study an exception or is it typical for the empirical research in
the field? We came across only very few studies, the design of which
could in principle allow for conclusions about cross-cultural variation in
 text characteristics. An example is a study done by Mulder and Ulijn
(Ulijn, forthcoming). Mulder and Ulijn presented some 250 subjects, stu-
dents and professional writers from France and from the Netherlands with
the following assignment:

Suppose as a technical writer you are asked to design an instructional
text accompanying a coffee machine. Below, you will find a list of the
section titles that you will have to use. The list is ordered alphabetical-
ly. Please arrange the order in the way you think best.

Appendix
Introduction
Maintenance
Operation
Structure
Technical data
Troubleshooting

It proved that out of the 5040 possible orders, only 4 options were chosen
by the vast majority of the subjects. As might be expected, they always
chose the Introduction section and the Structure section as the first two
elements of the list, and the appendix as the last one. What was more in-
teresting, however, was an overall preference for the order of the re-
maining four parts:

Maintenance (MA)
Operation (OP)
Technical data (TD)
Troubleshooting (TS)

In nearly all cases, three of these elements were put in the same order:

OP-MA-TS
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The only variation concerned the Technical Data section. The title of that
section was placed before, after, or between the other elements:

1 TD-OP-MA-TS
2 OP-MA-TS-TD
3 OP-TD-MA-TS
4 OP-MA-TD-TS

An obvious question, then, is if there was a systematic difference between
the French and the Dutch subjects when it comes to a preference for or-
der 1, 2, 3, or 4. As for the writers, a re-analysis of the data showed no
significant influence of "culture" on preference.’ As for the students, the
Dutch subjects proved to have clear preference for option 2, while the
French students liked option 1 just as well. That statistically significant
difference* cannot simply be attributed to a cultural difference, however.
There is an alternative explanation that should not be ruled out: the
French students all had a background of four years in economics, while
the Dutch students were all in their third or fourth year of an engineering
study.

All things considered, it seems fair to say that - although the author
claims otherwise® - this study, again, has not presented us with evidence
that cultural differences influence characteristics of technical communi-
cation. Perhaps such an influence simply does not exist. Perhaps another
kind of study would be needed to reveal it. In the remainder of this paper
we will present the design and the results of a small-scale study in which
a different approach was taken.

3 Chi-square-test; p = 0.389
4 Chi-square-test; p = 0.000

5 In the Conclusions-section, Ulijn states that "Dutch and French technical
writers (on the exporters or suppliers side) appeared to use different struc-
tures in organizing the contents [...]", and also that "the above findings sug-
gest that a French client would expect another type of instruction about a
product than a Dutch".
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3. Spanish and Dutch user manuals

In this study we did not first speculate about possible influences of cul-
tural variables, and then try to find traces of these variables in communi-
cation products. We went the other way around. We started by analyzing
technical documents written in different countries, and we considered at-
tributing possible differences tO cultural factors only if these differences
proved to be statistically significant, and if there were no other possible
explanations apart from culture.

The set of texts that we analyzed consisted of 18 real-world user man-
uals for ordinary consumer goods: 9 manuals were written in Spanish, the
other 9 in Dutch. We used manuals that came along with gimilar Spanish
and Dutch products. In all cases the texts had been written by Dutch or
Spanish technical writers. We only used original documents, and no trans-
lations. Table 1 gives an overview of the texts that we analyzed.

mobile phone

mixing tap

rowing machine _ Hadee fitness
o [ U

Table 1: Text topics

The texts were analyzed at three levels. The first level was the top textual
level: that of the chapters. We investigated whether the four kernel chap-
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ters that Mulder and Ulijn distinguished (7D, OP, MA, TS) all occurred in
our texts. This did not turn out to be the case. As is shown in table 2, in
ten texts one or two of these kernel chapters were missing, and when all
four kernel chapters were present, they were not always arranged in one
of the four possible orders that Mulder and Ulijn found in their experi-
ment. Our most important finding, however, was that there were no sys-
tematic differences in the arrangement of the chapters between the Span-
ish and the Dutch manuals.

Spanish | Dutch

TD, OP 0
OP, TD 1
TD, OP, MA 4
OP, MA, TD 1
1
1
1
0

TD, OP, MA, TS
OP, MA, TS, TD
OP, TS, MA, TD
TS, OP, MA, TD

SR I O (YT prorgy VR R N

Table 2: Findings on the top textual level: ordering of kernel chapters

We also analyzed our manuals on the paragraph level. We came across
three different forms in which the information was presented: step-by-step
instructions, bulleted lists and ordinary paragraphs consisting of normal
sentences. Table 3 shows the differences that we found in frequency and
length of these three elements in our two sets of texts.
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Spanish | Dutch difference
step-by-step number per 1000 syllables 1.0 1.7 -0.7
procedures
, pumber of steps on average 2.9 2.8 0;1
Hulleted lists | number per 1000 syllables 1.8 2.6 -0.8
aumber of elements on average 5.0 3.3 1.7°
Fp:agraphs number per 1000 syllables 9.4 ‘ 14.7 53"
number of syllables on average 62.6 48.0 146°
* significant difference (t-test, two-sided; alpha = 0.05)

Table 3: Findings on the paragraph level

5

There were three significant differences: Dutch manuals contain more pa-
ragraphs, Dutch paragraphs are shorter, and Dutch bulleted lists are short-
er. It is hard to find an explanation for these differences. The languages
involved do not differ in any way that seems relevant for our findings. It
is more probable that the differences we found are simply due to differ-
ences in isolated text conventions. It is hardly conceivable that culture, as
defined by Hofstede, can be the explanation. How could the number of
paragraphs or the average length of bulleted lists be accounted for by var-
iables such as power distance or uncertainty avoidance?

The third part of the textual analysis was done on the speech act level.
We focused on one type of speech act that is crucial in a manual: the in-
struction. Instructions can be distinguished according to their content and
according to their form. We decided to do both (see tables 4 and 5).

The distinctions in table 5 deserve some explanation. Unlike in Eng-
lish, where the stem of the verb and the infinitive are the same, in Span-
ish and Dutch these conjugations have different forms. If in these lan-
guages the stem of a verb is used as an imperative, we speak of impera-
tive mood type 1. 1f the infinitive is used as an imperative, that is referred
to as imperative mood type 2. There are a great number of other possibi-
lities writers can use to express an instruction. One of these possibilities
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is to use a nominalisation of the verb, followed by something like "is nec-
essary" or "has to be done".

example
action Dial a telephone number.
verification Check the tyre pressure.
reading Read this manual carefully before using

the equipment.

passivity Wait until the light turns red.

implicit instruction Switch A should be ON.

Table 4: Instructions by content

example

imperative mood 1 | Turn switch A clockwise.

imperative mood 2 no English equivalent

nominalisation Cleaning the machine daily is necessary.

Table 5: Instructions by form

Table 6 and table 7 show the results of the comparisons we made be-
tween the Dutch and the Spanish texts.®

6 We also searched for relations between the variables content of the instruc-
tion and form of the instruction on the one hand, and the variable type of

chapter (OP, TS, MA, TD) on the other. We found no statistically significant
results.
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Spanish | Dutch difference
action 88.0 % 85.6 % 2.4 %
verification 6.5 % 3.2 % 3.3 %
reading 22% | 26% -0.4 %
passivity 12 % 1.8 % -0.6 %
implicit instruction Lli % 5.6 % -41 % ‘J

Table 6: Findings on the speech act level: instructions by content

"?panish Dutch differeng
imperative mood 1 27.3 % 39.7 % -12.4 %

imperative mood 2 27.3 % 71 % 20.2 % *
nominalisation 8.1 % 11.6 % -3.5 %

other 37.3 % 41.6 % -4.3 %

L " significant difference (t-test, two-sided; alpha = 0.05)

Table 7: Findings on the speech act level: instructions by form

As to the content of the instructions, we did not find any significant dif-
ferences: the distribution of the various categories in different content ca-
tegories was roughly similar. As t0 the form, there was one significant
difference. In Spanish the use of imperative mood type 2 is far more
common than it is in Dutch. The explanation for this difference is quite
straightforward. In Dutch the natural location for an infinitive is the end
of the sentence. So, if a Dutch writer uses an imperative mood type 2, he
will always have to put the verb last. If, on the other hand, he uses an
imperative mood type 1 (the stem of the verb), he will have to put the
verb upfront. In Spanish, the situation is different. Here, both the stem

and the infinitive are always located in a verbal constituent that comes
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upfront. Many writers of technical documents correctly consider the verb
as the most important part of the instruction, and hence prefer to mention
the verb as early as possible. In Spanish, that leaves a technical writer
with two options: the infinitive or the stem. In Dutch there is only one
possibility: the stem. Precisely this point is reflected in table 7.

Is the difference between the Spanish and the Dutch in preference for
imperative moods restricted to text writers, or do readers from these
countries show the same variation? We tried to answer this question in a
survey among Spanish and Dutch readers of manuals. 70 randomly
chosen Spaniards and Dutchmen (35 per group) were interviewed to get
some ideas as to their preferences on the paragraph and the speech act
level. The respondents were asked to read 6*2 fragments of user manuals,
all written in the language of the respondent. Six fragments were
presented, each in two versions that only differed for one paragraph or
speech act variable. The readers were asked which version they thought
was most suitable for a user manual. The results showed only one sys-
tematic difference between the Spanish and the Dutch respondents: the
Dutch clearly preferred the imperative mood type 1 (the stem), whereas
the Spanish did not favour this mood over its alternative (the infinitive).

All-in-all, this study has revealed very limited differences between
Spanish and Dutch technical documents. On the top textual level, no dif-
ferences were found. On the speech act level, there was only one differ-

- ence, which had to be attributed to a purely linguistic characteristic. Only

on the paragraph level we found some differences that could not be ac-
counted for by the languages involved. These differences however, seem
to be a matter of isolated text conventions rather than the effect of di-
verging value systems. It should be kept in mind, however, that this was
only a small-scale study. We would applaud new, serious research with
more technical documents, possibly from other countries, and with differ-
ent methods of analysis. Perhaps such research would yield more and
other text differences than we have found, and would show results that
can only be explained by cultural variety. Without such compelling data,
however, we see no reason to assume that culture’s consequences extend
to technical communication.
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