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Avoid Cross-Cultural
Conversation Faux Pas!

Traveling in a foreign country can be a
total disaster, especially if you are unfamiliar
with the social norms. Everything from where
you stand to how you move your hands can be
insulting. To avoid embarrassing situations,
it’s helpful to learn some basic etiquette before
you head off to your travel destination.

TOO CLOSE
When initiating a conversation, note how close you are standing to the

person opposite you. Personal space is an essential concept in many cultures,
and how much or little you give often affects the first impression you make. For
example, in most western nations, locals do not like standing close to one
another. In these countries, it is customary for people to back away when they
feel their space has been violated. On the other hand, South Americans stand
in close proximity to one another. When you are meeting one of them, keep in
mind that it’s disrespectful to step backwards during a conversation. A good
rule of thumb is to stand at least an arm’s length away from your speaking
partner.

SHAKE OR NOT?
Another thing to consider when greeting someone is whether or not to

shake hands. While it is appropriate to do so in some places, in others it will be
damaging to your reputation. Take Thailand, for instance. Thai people
generally find it unacceptable to make any public physical contact with
members of the opposite sex. Conversely, in France, men will often kiss the
cheeks of female acquaintances. If you don’t know whether or not you should
shake hands, it is advisable to wait for the other person to make the first move.

WHICH HAND IS RIGHT?
The next question is what you will be doing with your hands during

other types of interactions. In Hindu and Islamic cultures, the left hand is
regarded as unclean; therefore you should never shake hands or pass things to
people with your left hand. In Asia, it is important to use both hands when
giving and accepting items, otherwise you’ll appear careless and impolite.

Seemingly, simple encounters can actually be quite complicated. Be
aware of what is considered courteous in other cultures. Doing a little research
in advance can ensure that your cross-cultural experiences are rewarding
instead of embarrassing.
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