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People use more than words when they communicate with
each other: nodding, shaking their heads, knitting or raising their
eyebrows, wrinkling their nosesetc. Facid expressionsand body
movements are effective communicators. One single gesture,
however, can carry amyriad of different meaningsin different
cultures. What we customarily use may beinterpreted as peculiar,
or even rude, in other parts of the globe.

Take gesturesof gregtings. The handshakeisoneof themost
popular gestures around the world. Most of ususe it, with afirm
grip, when greeting each other. But in some cultures, shaking
handsis not atraditional way of greeting — the Maori in New
Zedland rub noses with one another, the Japanese prefer bowing
and Southeast Asians make a praying motion by pressing their
pamstogether. For such people asthe Middle Easternersand the
many Asianswho do shake hands, agentleclaspisfavoured. Doing
otherwise would only suggest aggression.

When signaling “Hello” or “Goodbye”, North Americans
normally raise the arm and wave the open hand from side to side
likeawindscreenwiper. Butinmuch of Europethisactionindicates
“No”. Instead, Europeansbid agreeting or farewell with the arm
up and the hand bobbing up and down at the wrist. Thisisthe
case except in Italy and Greece, where people wave completely
differently: palm up, and fingers curling back and forth towards
themselves.

The“OK” gesture— the thumb and the forefinger forming
acircle with the other three fingers splaying upward, is flashed
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in many culturesasasigna for “Yes’ and “Fine’. However, in
France this denotes “zero” or “worthless’. In Japan, the thumb
and theforefinger forming acircleisasymbol of money, probably
becausethis gesture creates the outline of acoin. It is noteworthy
that such a sign is terribly rude to a German as it signifies
“You're stupid and annoying”. So the“ OK” signd aswe so well
know it is definitely not OK in Germany.

For millions of people, making a“V” shape with the index
and middle fingers means “ victory” or “peace’. But becareful in
England. There, if thefingersand pamfacetowardsthe signdler’s
body, it istantamount to an insult. Therefore, remember to make
a“V” withyour palm facing away from you. Aninnocent twist
of thewrist could result in painful consequences!

The “thumbs up” signal, which silently conveys“Fine’,
“Good job!” or “Great!”, isan amost ubiquitous gesture around
theworld. Its meaning of support and approval iswell known
throughout North America, much of Europe aswell asin the Far
East. In certain cultures, however, this gesture can carry entirely
different meanings. For example, it isviewed asarude gesturein
Nigeriaand should be avoided. In both Germany and Japan, the
upright thumb a oneisa so used when counting: the Germans show
it to mean “one” while the Japanese display it to signify “five’.

Gestures indeed play an important role in our daily
communication. Awareness of their different meaningsin different
cultureswill help us to avoid cross-cultural misunderstandings or
unintended animosity.

Without the stimulus of difference,
8 there is no growth. 6
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