Some Helpful Tips for Communication 
between Americans and Koreans
(written by a Korean Immigrant) 
· When asking a Korean a “yes” or  “no” question, avoid asking negative questions. English language speakers and Korean language speakers respond to negative questions differently. Example: “Are you a Christian?” -> “Yes, I am.” or “No, I am not.” : straightforward!  However, “Are you not a Christian?” -> Koreans may respond: “No, I am.” or “Yes, I am not.”: confusing!  So, confusion and miscommunication can be avoided by framing all questions positively, such as “Are you a Christian?”  
· Some Koreans answer without clear “Yes” or “No”, not only from language usage difference but also from cultural reasons. Some Koreans find it difficult to say “No” out of politeness or face-saving consideration of the questioner, especially if the person is their parents, senior, supervisor, or pastors. You have to be patient to get his or her genuine feeling, intention, or answer. 
· Koreans may deny compliments to avoid appearing arrogant. You may be confused when they responded rather lukewarm, cold, or even say “No” to your compliments. Most Koreans don’t know that Americans normally say “Thank you” to your compliments. Koreans may reply, “Oh, no, no…” or “Please don’t say that…” That’s usually the way people respond to compliments in Korea. 
· Koreans are generally reserved and formal with strangers. Koreans may be offended by or suspicious of someone who assumes familiarity too soon. It takes time to accept the strangers into their inner circle and develop a full intimacy and a comfortable personal relationship. After that, it would be much easier to share feelings and thoughts in heart. 
· Koreans usually don’t say “Hello” to strangers. One of the shocking experience I personally had when I first came to US: everyone I encounter on a street, on the campus, in a shopping mall say “Hi!” to me with a smile. I got confused but happily confused. Even a stranger girl smiled at me and said Hi, which could be easily misunderstood if she did it in Korea. 
· Koreans are not much accustomed to say “Thank you” or “Excuse me”. They say “Thank you” only when they really mean it. They say “Excuse me” only when it was a really big nuisance they caused. They are accustomed to suffering from minor nuisance or inconvenience (e.g., It’s commonplace to touch people in a jammed bus, subway train, or on a crowded street or in many public places). So don’t feel offended if they don’t say “thank you” or “excuse me” the way you expected. They are not raised or conditioned in the same way or conditions as you were. 
Koreans are less expressive compared to Americans, especially, Korean men. It is difficult for them to say “I love you” to their spouse. But that doesn’t mean the lack of their love or affection. They think what counts is the ‘heart’, not the word.
· Koreans often find it difficult to make a choice, especially when there are a number of “Choices” given. E.g., common experiences at a McDonald’s, “Here or to go?” is rather ok. Choosing from many unfamiliar salad dressings, or Pizza toppings, is a pain and embarrassment. A story of Rev. Chang: He ate the same menu for the whole month at a McDonald during his first month in the US. Everyday, he simply said, “No. 1”. So if you can give some suggestion on making a choice, it may help them greatly. 
· Traditionally, the Korean society is group-oriented, group-first, society. “Choice” may be strongly linked to “individualism” of the west. In the east, or in Asia in general, it is a group-oriented society. Group value counts more than an individual’s value. So, choice is often made by the head of the unit; head of the household, head of the company, or the group. For example, when you go to a restaurant, it is not uncommon that the group leader order the best menu for the entire group, which may be unthinkable to American people. But now the new generation is much different. They are much westernized, and individualistic. 
Group-oriented value concept in the East is reflected, for example, in the order of person’s naming and house address convention. In naming: family name first and then given name. In address: e.g., US, VA, Springfield, Braddock Rd, 6911, Mr. Bob Smith. In the West, a group is formed out of individuals. So, no individual, no group. In East, an individual has a meaning only when within a group. So, no group, no individual. “Christian fellowship” concept may have a relevance to the eastern “group-first” concept. 

·  Some Koreans are not accustomed to American’s first name-based addressing. Often, it is considered inappropriate to address others by their first (given) names unless the person is a family member or a good friend. Address Koreans with a title such as Dr., Mr., or Mrs., followed by last name (ex. Dr. Chang) would be safe unless you know their preference. But to those who have stayed in US for long, it is not true, or even they may be offended if addressed by their last name alone. 
· Direct eye contact is less frequent among Koreans, especially between members of different sexes, social statuses, and ages. Direct and prolonged eye contact is uncomfortable and considered impolite. More traditional Koreans avoid facial expressions and hand/arm gestures during conversation. 

Miscellaneous Tips from Other Sources:

· The bow is a traditional Korean greeting and may be accompanied by a handshake among men. Non-Koreans are not expected to bow in return; doing so may even be interpreted as mockery. A nod of the head will suffice. Korean women may nod slightly, but will usually not shake hands with men. Western women, however, may initiate a handshake with a Korean man.

· Hand gesture. To beckon someone of lesser status or age, Koreans extend their arm with the palm of the hand facing downward and move the fingers up and down. Americans may mistake it just as a friendly “Hi” or “Bye” gesture. Koreans traditionally bow when departing. Young people usually wave, moving their arm from side to side.  
· Koreans may feel uncomfortable or even offended when touched by someone who is not a family member or close friend. In family situations, hugging and kissing are infrequent. Koreans accept touching in public areas, as overcrowding may make it unavoidable. While many types of physical contact are considered inappropriate, touch between females is usually acceptable.
· Koreans mostly remove their shoes before entering a home. Some Koreans also may be offended by bare feet, so it is best to wear socks when visiting a Korean home.
· When offered refreshments by the host, more traditional Korean visitors may refuse several times before accepting out of politeness. 
· Korean hosts usually accompany their guests to the door or outside and often wait until their guests drive their cars away from the drive way. 
· Blowing one’s nose in public or when visiting someone is considered rude. 
· It is considered polite to greet elders first and spend a few minutes talking with them. One may also comment on the elder’s good health. 

· Koreans usually want to know your age first. It is important for Koreans to determine an individual’s age, as there are different ways of addressing and talking to people of different age groups.
· Koreans usually don’t ask one’s educational background in their first meeting. (e.g., “Which college did you go to?”). Maybe because it is too crucial information about the person, and not to embarrass the person in case his/her education background is not so impressive.   
Suggested Caution: The tips covered here are “general” rules that may be applicable when communicating with Koreans who reside in Korea or who came to the US recently. Most Koreans, especially the young generations, are rather easily and quickly adapted to American culture, and rigidly applying the rules introduced here may not be desirable. Be flexible and use exceptions whenever appropriate. 
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