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ABSTRACT

The global diffusion of technology is increasingly accompanied by both computer-mediated and online
communication. Several empirical examples for the influence of culture on the usage of online technol-
ogy and computer-mediated technical documentation are illustrated with relevant theories from the
field of intercultural communication (e.g., Edward T. Hall's model of low-/high-context in particular).
Recent developments and national differences in the global diffusion of mobile phones and the Internet
are discussed as examples for culture-specific online communication preferences. Similar cultural influ-
ences on computer-mediated technical documentation and operational instructions are demonstrated
by online manuals from Southeast Asia and by an aviation control system. Beyond the understanding
of cultural communication preferences, consequences for construction and design of such technologies
are also discussed.
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Culture, Online Technology, and Computer-Mediated Technical Documentation

INTRODUCTION

As aprecondition and as a result of the era of glo-
balization, the world-wide diffusion oftechnology
—both traditional, mechanical, offline technology
and modern, computerized online technology —
tends to increase enormously. This phenomenon
interconnects people and cultures from all over
the world, and, at first sight, this situation seems
to indicate a culture-free character of technology.
Most of all, this culture-free global image seems
to hold true for information and communica-
tion technology (ICT) and all related forms of
computer-mediated communication (CMC), both
wired and wireless/mobile.

The latter, especially, gains an increasing share
in nearly all kinds of technical products beyond
formerly typical ICT products: Examples for such
additional elements of our online environments
are cars, trains, ships, airplanes, and even house-
hold appliances of the near future — the usage of
which tends to be more and more accompanied
by computer-mediated instructions and online
technical documentation. Consequently, a lot of
offline documentation, such as printed operation
manuals, has already disappeared and continue
to be substituted by human-machine interaction
(human-computer interaction) in online environ-
ments around the world.

An increasing number of empirical studies,
however, confirm the manifold and sometimes
subtle, but nevertheless very critical influences
of culture on technology in general (Hermeking,
2001; Hermeking, 2010) and on CMC (e.g., the
Internet, websites) in particular (Hermeking,
2005; Singh, Zhao, & Hu, 2005; Hermeking
2007; An, 2007; Li & Zhao, 2009; Gevorgyan
& Manucharova, 2009; Hauser, 2010). Such
cultural influences on technology might not
only apply to the perceived design and the visual
surface of technical products. Rather, they might
also apply to the different contexts and ways of
using technologies —as well as the ways of com-
municating with and about technology. Cultural
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communication styles exert many, and sometimes
utmost critical, impacts on such human-machine
interactions.

This chapter provides some empirical examples
for the influence of culture on the usage of online
technology and on computer-mediated technical
documentation. These connections will, in turn,
be illustrated by examining relevant theories
and models from the field of intercultural com-
munication.

INTERCULTURAL COMMUNICATION

Culture, Communication,
and Technology

The implications of cultural diversity and the inter-
actions between members from different cultures
are central issues of the academic and the practi-
cal field of intercultural communication — a field
based on various academic disciplines including
cultural anthropology/ethnology, cross-cultural
psychology, and translation studies/linguistics.
Though personal face-to-face interaction is its
traditional focus, intercultural communication is
related by many ways to material culture in gen-
eral (Roth, 2001) as well as to technology and its
cross-cultural transfer in particular (Hermeking,
2001; Jansen & Riemer, 2003). The pioneer work
of anthropologist Edward T. Hall of the 1950s is
commonly regarded as the starting point of this
discipline. Since then, it has found broad accep-
tance and additional theoretical development by
many others.

Like many renowned ethnographers of his
time, Hall was influenced by anthropological
theories of functionalism. According to this
perspective, culture comprises material and
immaterial products as instruments to cope
with problems to which all human beings are
exposed during their existence. These problems
are identical worldwide, but what instrument
out of a variety of possible choices is preferred
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