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What “Yes” Can Mean in Various Cultures 
 

Miscommunication often occurs because each culture has a different definition of the word “Yes”. To sidestep a possible 
communication struggle, consider using this quick tip: Ask your student if they understand what you are asking, telling, 
or showing them. They will probably nod and say “yes,” but follow up by asking them to repeat back to you, in their own 
words, what they think you meant. 

 
  

When speaking across cultures, someone saying “yes” to a request or instruction from you could truly translate to one of 
the following: 

1. I am hearing you 
2. I hear you but I don’t understand you and won’t admit it 
3. I acknowledge I have received your request 
4. I recognize your status and thus I am replying favorably  
5. I am being polite 
6. I will do it if nothing else happens that’s more important 

 
 

 

Host Family: “How did you sleep last night? Were you warm enough?”  
 
Student: “I slept well. Yes, I was fine.” (Student was cold, but doesn’t 
want to upset or inconvenience host family by telling them how they 
really feel.) 
 
Host Family: “Oh good!" 
 
Student: (Student has no intention of communicating to the host family 
that she is cold but is getting upset inside.) 

 
"The single biggest problem in communication 

is the illusion that it has taken place." -George Bernard Shaw 
 

As counterintuitive as it seems, it should never be assumed that your student is saying or replying to you with their exact 
or honest feeling, especially in the first few weeks with you. It’s important to reassure your student often that it’s good 
and expected of them to communicate all feelings right away to avoid miscommunication. 

 
 

Hosting tip from Maureen in Los Angeles: “Make sure the student 
understands what you are saying. It took me a month to realize that Simon's 

 blank stare meant he didn't understand me and he would never tell me that.” 

 

Additional information for Tips for Great Communication can be found 
in the Host Handbook on page 21. 

 

 

http://www.myinternationalfamily.com/host-handbook--faq.html

