Cultural Gaffs 
The following examples are taken mostly from Do’s and Taboos Around the World by Roger Axtell.

ASIA

China

1. A tonal language can be a problem.  A sound may be pronounced with different tones and have a different meaning for each one.

a. Example:  The same sound can mean: 
i. “this is a question”
ii. “mother”

iii. “scold”

iv. “sesame seed”

b. At a banquet, a guest, a farmer from the Midwest of the USA meant to say, “Thank you very much for the dinner. I am so full I must loosen my belt.”

c. However, due to incorrect tones, what he said was, “The girth of thy donkey’s saddle is loose.”

2. As a guest for dinner:

a. It is bad manners for the host not to keep filling your dish – and for you not to keep eating as long as your dish is full.  (Keep the rice bowl near your mouth until it is empty.  The place the chopsticks on it as a signal that you are done.)
b. It is not rude for the Chinese to use the chopsticks they eat with to serve you.

3. The Chinese consider tipping an insult, although exception are starting to appear.
4. Names/greetings

a. A slight bow is appropriate when meeting someone.  A  handshake is also acceptable.

b. The Chinese are quite formal and will use the full title of guests during introductions.

5. Business Travel – punctuality



a. Be prepared to wait for a long time for Chinese businessmen to make a decision.

b. Foreign businessmen usually find that their trip to China is highly organized and that punctuality is very important.

6. Hospitality/gift giving

a. Visits to homes have been rare unless the government has given prior approval.

i. Guests should prepare to arrive a little early and should leave shortly after the meal

ii. During the meal  be prepared with toasts expressing thanks, pleasure, and friendship
iii. It is polite to sample every dish, and when eating rice, it is customary to hold the b owl close to your mouth.

iv. Business is generally not discussed during meals.

b. Gifts of any great  value can cause embarrassment and usually are not accepted by the Chinese.

7. Conversation

a. Good topics: differences between China and the West and the advances the Chinese have made.

b. Topics to avoid: Taiwan and do not criticize Chinese leadership.

Hong Kong (now part of China)

8. General Protocol

a. People tend to be formal and reserved in almost all situations.

i. Avoid conflicts that would cause the Chinese to lose face.

ii. Blue and white are the Chinese colors for mourning and should be avoided.

iii. Have an abundant supply of business cards – you’ll need them

9. Names/Greetings

a. When greeting and leaving, handshakes are common.

b. After the initial handshake business cards are presented with both hands.
10.  Appointments

a. A 30 minute “courtesy time” is allotted. However, businessmen are usually punctual.

11.  Hospitality/Gifts

a. A guest will take a gift of fruit, candy, or cookies when invited to dinner and will present it to the hostess with both hands.

b. Gifts to avoid: clocks, which symbolize death, and scissors or other sharp objects, which symbolize the severing of the relationship.

c. Never begin to eat or drink before your host does. 

d. Gifts are exchanged at the time of Chinese New Year (at various dates from mid-January to February).

India

12. General protocol

a. Remove your shoes before entering an Indian home.

b. Orthodox Sikhs wear a turban and do not smoke, eat beef or cut their hair.
13. Name/Greetings

a. Men may shake hands with other men when meeting or leaving.

b. If introduced to a woman, a man should not shake hands but should place his palms together and bow slightly. Men should avoid touching a woman and should not talk to a lone woman in pubic.

14. Appointments/punctuality

a. Punctuality is advisable.

15. Hospitality/gift giving

a. While orthodox Muslim women are usually kept from the view of men, husbands should be invited to bring their wives to a social function.

b. Upon arrival at an Indian home, you will be adorned with a garland of flowers, which you should remove immediately as a sign of humility.

c. Hindus do not eat any beef.  The cow is a sacred animal.

d. Muslims do not eat pork and strict Muslims do not drink alcohol.
e. Always use your right hand to accept or pass food (the left hand is considered the “unclean” hand.

f. Guests may take gifts such as fruit and candy or they may take gifts for the children in the family.

16. Conversation

a. Indians enjoy conversations on cultural achievements, Indian traditions, other people, and foreign countries.

b. Avoid discussions of personal affairs and India’s poverty, military expenditures, and huge amount of foreign aid.

Japan

17. General Protocol

a. Shoes are removed before entering a Japanese home but can be left on in a Western-style building.

18. Names/greetings

a. The usual form of greeting is a long and low bow, not a handshake.  B e prepared to exchange business cards.

b. Never address a Japanese by his first name.  Only his family and very close friends use the first name.

c. To say “Mister (last name),” simply say the last name and add the word san.

19. Appointments/punctuality

a. Punctuality is advisable for both business and social engagements.

20. Hospitality/gift giving

a. Visitors should be prepared to be invited by their business colleagues so lavish dinner parties, which may last for hours.  These parties are almost always held in Japanese restaurants or nightclubs.

b. Entertainment of visitors at private homes is not very common. If you do visit a Japanese home, remove your hat and gloves once inside the entrance to the house and then remove your shoes. It is not customary to take flowers for the hostess, but take a box of cakes or candy.

c. If you are offered a gift, thank the person and wait for one or two more offers before accepting. Receive the gift with both hands.

d. The Japanese enjoy receiving gifts, which should be wrapped in pastel-colored paper, no bows.  They particularly relish gifts of brandy and frozen steaks.  Gifts given in twos are supposed to bring good luck, so such things as cuff links and pen and pencil sets are especially well received.  Never give four of anything, as one Japanese word for four is also the word for death.

e. Never surprise your Japanese guest with a gift.  He may not be in a position to reciprocate immediately.

21. Conversation

a. Avoid talking about World War II
South Korea

22. General Protocol

a. Avoid talking or laughing loudly in any situation.  Koreans, especially women, cover their mouths when laughing.

b. Women’s liberation has not been accepted yet.  Men go through doors first.  Women help men with their coats.

c. Blowing your nose in front of others is considered bad manners.

d. Shoes are always removed before entering a Korean home or restaurant.

23. Names/Greetings

a. Men greet each other by bowing slightly and shaking hands with both hands or with the right hand.  Women usually do not shake hands.

b. Family names come first, then the given name.  It is difficult to distinguish male from female names in Korea.

24. Appointments/punctuality

a. While punctuality is not of great importance, Westerners are usually expected to arrive on time.

25. Hospitality/giving

a. Business entertainment is considered very important and is usually limited to restaurants and bars.  Wives are rarely included.

b. All course of a meal are served at once.

c. If you are invited to a Korean home, it would be appropriate to take flowers or a small gift, to be offered with both hands.  Gifts are not opened in front of the giver.

26. Conversation

a. Avoid discussions of socialism, communism, internalpolitica,andcriticismof the government.
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