CROSS-CULTURAL COMMUNICATIONS

AND EFFECTIVENESS IN AFRICA:
This information is designed to serve as a guide or framework for US nationals working with Africans.  Please note that each African country has different customs, so the information presented here is generalized and should be so considered. 

Background information:

Africa is a continent, not a country.

Africa is comprised of 53 OAU states.

Forty-eight countries are located in sub-Saharan Africa (south of the Sahara desert).

All of this is contained in a land mass three times the size of the US.
Africa has a population of 700 million inhabitants.

35% of Africa’s population is urbanized, living in major cities and smaller towns but  urban people still retain rural links to ancestral villages via extended family, ethnic identity and clan affiliation

Some 1200+ language groups exist, e.g.  Nigeria alone has 400 different languages

and dialects.
There are 15 major ethno-linguistic groups with many different ethnic sub-groupings, eg. Bantu ethno-linguistic group is the largest with 65 different ethnic (tribal) groups.

Despite the plethora of African languages, English, French, Arabic and KiSwahili are the most common languages spoken in Africa, especially in the public sector and in commercial activities.

Throughout North Africa (Maghreb and Egypt), in some part of West  and East Africa  Islam is practiced and Arabic is spoken.

French is also spoken in many of these states where Islam is practiced and Arabic spoken. Generally, French and Arabic are used as official languages in the Maghreb.

KiSwahili is the most widely spoken African language having originated along the coast of Tanzania and Kenya and the islands of Zanzibar and Pemba.  Swahili contains many Arabic words in its vocabulary due to the Arab slave trade, starting from 10-11th centuries.

English and French are the most widely spoken official languages throughout Africa in the urban areas, especially in the government sector.

CUSTOMS:

Greetings:  Africans typically shake each other’s hand each time they meet and when they leave.

Etiquette:  At a Ministry, you will offered something to drink, e.g. tea, coffee or a cool drink (i.e. soda), don’t refuse as it is impolite.

A period of social small talk usually precedes getting down to business.

When meeting with your African counterpart,  if you don’t know the other person, you may be asked how your trip was, where you are staying, how long you are staying and what you have seen of their country, etc.  

If you live there or visit often you may know the person either professionally or socially, then you would enquire after each other’s families, especially after the children but NOT after the wife, particularly in Islamic cultures.

Once the social niceties have been completed, you can then get down to business. 

When you receive clients or guests in your office or at home, you will be expected to reciprocate by providing similar refreshments.

Always check with the US Embassy to see what the prevailing social customs are.

AFRICAN TIME/PUNCTUALITY;

Hot climates dictate a slower pace of life.

Do not expect business to be immediately resolved or a quick decision made.

Government officials often travel abroad so decisions may be postponed until their return. 

Don’t be in a rush to accomplish your goal(s) or you will be frustrated!

Time is NOT $$$ and is not so important as in the US.

Efficiency is not highly valued as it is the US.

You will be very frustrated if you act as you do in the US and if you expect others to do things the American way.

People may arrive late for appointments.  This should NOT be taken as a sign of disrespect.  

AFRICAN FAMILY:

Extended families are the norm in Africa where several generations are often present in one household.

All the children in one household are considered to be part of the family regardless of  parentage.

Along with extended families ties go financial responsibilities, e.g. if an adult has a secure source of income, that family member may have to pay for the education of several children in the extended family as well as for his own kids.

Reciprocal family obligations and responsibilities can be a heavy burden for many African professionals, so outward appearances of being well-to-do may be deceiving. 

DON’T’s:

Don’t be the UGLY AMERICAN when dealing with people from other culture.

Don’t impose or project your American values and standards onto people from other regions and cultures

DO’s:

Do BE UNDERSTANDING! 

Do try to SEE  things FROM AN AFRICAN PERSPECTIVE. There may be very good reasons for how and why they do things a particular way in their country, things which you don’t yet know because you are not familiar with either the language or culture.

Do try to LEARN THE LOCAL LANGUAGE, even if you learn only the greetings and social niceties, like please and thank you!

Do LISTEN, OBSERVE AND ACT ACCORDING TO HOW YOU SEE THINGS ARE DONE LOCALLY. 

If you have questions or if you don’t understand something, ask a friend or colleague what local protocol, customs, practices and manners require.

Finally, when traveling, living abroad or working with internationals, try to practice the 3 P Policy: Politeness, Patience and Persistence.

Being Polite, Patient and Persistent, can save you from a ton of frustration!

