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Don’t Be Rude: An American Student’s Guide for Effective and Appropriate Communication in 

South Korea  
 

As a rising number of college students continue to study abroad during their college 

careers, it is becoming increasingly important to teach students about the cultures that they will 

be studying in. Students often travel to countries that are very different from their own in a 

variety of ways. It is important for them to know differences between their own culture and the 

one that they are travelling to. This type of information can help students more effectively 

communicate and interact with natives and feel more prepared before they even leave on their 

trip. The United States and South Korea are extremely contrasting cultures. This guide will assist 

American students studying away in Korea to have more appropriate communication with 

natives and to have a better understanding of where others are coming from in different 

situations that they will encounter during their time abroad.    

Before examining specific differences between American and South Korean Culture, it is 

important to first look at the history between the two countries. The relationship between South 

Korea and the United States of America has grown stronger in the last few decades. The initial 

diplomatic relationship was established in the early 1880s, but it did not last for a long time due 

to the intervention of Japan. However, the relationship between these two countries was 

regenerated in 1949 before the Korean War and it continues until now (Doosan Corperation [sic], 

2010).  

In modern times, over 100,000 Koreans came over to the United States to pursue their 

educational degrees. Moreover, there are numerous Koreans coming to the United States as 



immigrants (Park, 2009). Because the Korean economy became more stable and modernized 

(Bureau of Consular Affairs, 2011), an increasing number of American citizens also travel to 

South Korea for various reasons, such as military service, business and education. For example, 

in the 2008-2009 school year, over 2,000 American students travelled to South Korea to study, 

up 29 percent from the year before (Open Doors, 2011).  

 Currently, most of the universities in Seoul have international exchange student programs. 

Next semester, a number of Pacific Lutheran University students, including group member 

Hailey Rile, will travel to South Korea to experience the culture as well as take classes at Yonsei 

University. Before someone travels to another country, it would be useful to know some facts, 

such as location, capital, language, and other information. Since the cultures of South Korea and 

the United States are different in many ways, we believe that it would be helpful for them to 

learn about Korean culture in different aspects, such as how they should appropriately interact 

and communicate with Koreans in the home, school, and work settings.  

 According to Doosan Corperation [sic] (2010), South Korea is located in the east side of 

the Asian peninsula and is surrounded by two seas: the Sea of Japan on the south and east and 

the Yellow Sea on the west. It is 98,480 square kilometers, which is slightly bigger than the state 

of Indiana. Further, the country has an extremely dense population of 47,470,969 residents. Even 

though Korea has a long history, its current name was founded on August 15, 1945. The main 

political party is democratic republican. Moreover, Buddhism, Christianity and Catholicism are 

the main religions today. Because South Korea is a developed and urbanized country, 

transportation is well established for tourists. Koreans expect tourists to have Korean currency 

instead of American dollars.       

 Since South Korea’s ethnicity and language is basically homogeneous, understanding the 



core values, especially Confucianism, is extremely important for foreigners. In the Jo-Seon 

Dynasty (1392-1897), Koreans learned the values of Confucianism from China. Confucianism 

started as a religion, but it is not recognized as a religion to many Koreans today. However, 

Korean society has woven Confucianism’s five beliefs into the daily lives of the people (Doosan 

Corperation [sic], 2010).  

First, there is the value “In”, which is the beauty of human beings. This is the most 

important value among others in Confucianism. It explains human beings’ beauty of respecting 

others and pursuing harmony. The second value is “Uwee.” Koreans value the sense of justice. 

Following rules and living one’s life are important. Third, “Yee” means order and contribution. 

It emphasizes that developing one’s talents and contributing those to the communities that one 

belongs, rather than focusing on one’s own benefits. The fourth is “Chung,” which is devotion 

and sincerity. Respecting elders and authorities and being dedicated and loyal to them are highly 

valued. Lastly, “Hyo” especially emphasizes that respecting parents and taking care of them with 

devotion is very important in one’s life (Doosan Corperation [sic], 2010). Even though 

Confucianism’s five values became liberal in the modern time, these five beliefs are embedded 

into the everyday lives of the Korean people. Without acknowledging these values, it would be 

hard to be successful as a communicator.  

Next, we will explore core cultural values between South Korea and the United States. 

Hofstede (1991) measured different countries’ values in five dimensions: power distance, 

individualism, masculinity, uncertainty avoidance and long-term orientation. First, power 

distance is defined as the unequal power distribution among members in the society. The scores 

of power distance did not seem to be much different between the two countries. South Korea 

scored 60, whereas the United States scored 40. This shows that everyone would not have an 



equal chance to speak up due to social statuses that could be determined by ages, genders, or 

occupations. In Korean society, people should respect each other, especially people who are 

older or who have authority. 

The level of individualism was significantly different from each other. The United States 

scored 91, which was the highest score even among all individualistic countries in the world, 

whereas Korea scored only 18. Even the average Asian countries scored 24 overall. This means 

that Koreans strongly identify with collectivistic beliefs, which value strong cohesive in-groups 

and harmonious relations with other members in the society. In Korean society, being assertive 

and completely autonomous is perceived as rude. Koreans expect people to respect each other 

and put collectivistic values first rather than one’s own values (Hofstede, 1991).  

The level of masculinity would be defined as the division of gender roles. Korea scored 

39 and the United States scored 62. Even though there are certain roles that women and men 

have in the United States, there are more of those expected roles of each gender in Korean 

society. The fine line of gender roles is disappearing, but there are still more societal 

expectations about genders roles compared to the United States. For example, many people still 

have an idea that men should go to work, and women should stay home (Hofstede, 1991). 

Moreover, Koreans value high uncertainty avoidance. Korea’s score of uncertainty 

avoidance is 85, and the United States’ score is 46. Since there are numerous embedded rules 

that have been taught from parents and society through high-context communication, Koreans 

generally know how they should behave and think because they would be perceived as rude if 

they do not. Also, because elders’ voices are highly respected and valued in Korea, tolerance of 

ambiguity is high. People assume that elders will make important decisions for the overall 



benefit of society. They wait until someone who is older or has more authority to let them know 

of the decisions that are made (Hofstede, 1991).  

Lastly, the score of long-term orientation is higher in Korea (72) compared to the United 

States (29). According to Hofstede (1991), the long-term orientation is associated with saving 

and perseverance values. On the other hand, the short-term orientation is associated with 

satisfying social obligations and protecting one’s face. Hofstede (1991) suggested that the reason 

why Koreans value the long-term orientation rather than the short-term orientation could be due 

to Confucianism.  

Verbal and Nonverbal Communication  

With these different facts and knowledge about South Korea, we first wondered what the 

differences between the United States and South Korea are in terms of major communication 

patterns, as well as how the cultural values influence the way people act. Due to emphasis on 

respecting elders and authorities, Koreans use more formal language with those people 

particularly (Lee, 2009). 

The two ways to communicate with people are verbal and nonverbal. We are able to 

share our thoughts not only by speech, but by actions. Korea being a collectivistic society and the 

United States being an individualistic society help explain why the two countries hold entirely 

different views on how to communicate with one another. One of the greatest differences lies in 

what we value when we communicate (Park & Kim, 1992). 

 When Koreans speak to one another their primary concern is about saving the “face” of 

the person they are with. In the conversation, instead of worrying about how one feels it is all 

about reassuring the other person about what they are saying. You do not necessarily have to 

agree with the person you are talking to, but you do have to acknowledge their point of view. 



One should respond in a “face-saving” manner. For example, if one is invited to someone’s 

house and they make dinner for them, they are obligated to say that they enjoyed the meal. 

Koreans have an affective way of speaking. This type of style focuses on a person’s feelings in 

the moment rather than on the idea or thoughts actually being discussed (Park & Kim, 1992). 

In America, when people speak they try to get to the point as soon as possible. They only 

listen for the point the other person is making, trying to find out what their view on the topic is. 

Contrary to this, in Korea, they listen to the entire story, not strictly focusing on the point the 

other person is trying to make. They believe that “talking…is an emotional exchange” (Park & 

Kim, 1992). They talk to people in a sincere attempt to understand what the person is saying. 

They have long drawn-out conversations while Americans do not usually have this unless it is 

with someone they are close with. A simple question such as asking if a person has eaten lunch is 

a gateway to a more in-depth conversation in Korea. To avoid conflict in this type of situation, 

one must realize that Koreans have a different self-construal than Americans (Aune, Hunter, Kim, 

& Kim, 2001). 

There are two types of self-construals, independent and interdependent. Americans tend 

to value independent self-construals while Koreans value interdependent self-construals.  People 

who have an independent self-construal may exhibit low uncertainty avoidance and a high 

argumentativeness. In contrast, people with an interdependent self-construal have high 

uncertainty avoidance and a low argumentativeness. Thus, Koreans will have a tendency to stray 

away from conflict situations. Arguing is seen as a negative aspect to a person. One should not 

take an opposing side to the person they are speaking to because it could be interpreted as them 

wanting to become a rival. By playing devil’s advocate, one is not demonstrating fairness like 



they would be in America. It would be seen as them wanting to start an argument. In many 

situations it really depends on who one is talking to (Aune et al., 2001). 

 Korea has a large power distance. It is not only between the traditional parent and child 

or teacher and student relationships, but goes as far as if one person is older than the other by a 

month. Any degree of an older to younger relationship is recognized, creating a “systematic set 

of kinship terms.” A person who may be only a few weeks older than someone must be called 

and treated like they are older verses on the same level as that person. It is a very hierarchical 

system that is kept to maintain order. One of the problems that may arise with having such an 

extensive hierarchy system is that when one asks someone’s age in America it is taken 

offensively. If someone from Korea was to ask someone’s age, it would probably be so they 

could properly address the person. For them, a conversation would run much smoother if they 

understood their position in contrast to the other person’s (Lee, 2009). 

There are many times during a conversation between a Korean and American where the 

message could be misinterpreted due to small cultural misunderstandings, such as not knowing 

the classificatory system that Korea has. If one can understand the context and intent of the 

message, it would be more likely that the arousal of conflict would not occur. Yet, understanding 

the verbal message that people convey is only half of it. What one does not say is as important, if 

not more so, than what one does say (Park & Kim, 1992). 

In the United States, many of us ‘wear our emotions on our sleeve.’ The emotions on our 

face are usually what we are feeling. Our facial expressions help us avow who we are to others. 

We also demonstrate our concern for others by touch. This, along with other gestures, leads us to 

understand how the other person is feeling without them having to say a word. It is easy for 



Americans to be around people that share the same actions that they do, but in Korea it is much 

different (Merkin, 2009).  

According to Merkin (2009), Koreans believe that “all public displays of emotion are 

embarrassing.” They prefer to be more reserved, concealing what they feel. One way that 

Koreans hide their emotions is by smiling when they are actually feeling anguish or anger (Park 

& Kim, 1992). By hiding one’s emotions, it puts less of a strain on the other person. This goes 

back to the idea of saving-face. By setting one’s feelings aside, the other person feels better. The 

way we express our emotions can create conflict if we do not understand what the other person is 

really feeling. 

At times it can be easy to mistake a Korean’s reserved presence as a “lack of 

assertiveness,” but it really just may be their preferred communication style. It is, in a sense, 

putting someone else above themselves. When assigning tasks in a group project, a Korean may 

just agree with what is given instead of saying that they actually want something different. This 

is not them being shy, but is them trying not to offend the person who is assigning the task. It is a 

nonverbal way of saying that they acknowledge the act they are doing, but it does not necessarily 

mean that they agree. These reserved actions are a demonstration of the differences between 

high- and low-context cultures (Merkin, 2009).  

Koreans are not only reserved in their emotional features, but kinetically as well. While 

many Americans will touch another person’s arm as a sign of understanding and connectedness, 

a Korean would agree verbally or just nod. It is not as acceptable to have that kind of contact 

with another person (Merkin, 2009). They would not understand this touch the same way we do, 

so it is important to learn that physical emotions are not as common in Korea as they are in the 



United States. By understanding that we show our emotions differently, it can help one to be 

more mindful of others.  

Another nonverbal differentiation that exists between the United States and Korea is our 

perception of time. In the United States, it is well known that keeping time is of top priority. We 

are always thinking about where we have to be and when, but Korea has a more complex idea of 

time. One’s status will determine the time perception they have. Traditionally, those of a lower 

class would have to keep time as we do in the United States. It would be considered rude to be 

late for an appointment. Being on time is expected, but those of a higher status do have this rule. 

Since they are the ones who the lower class is coming to, they are allowed to be late. They have a 

more relaxed sense of time. If one were to travel to Korea, they would most likely be expected to 

follow this rule of being on time or early for an appointment (Lee, 2009).  

Furthermore, according to Helen Lee (2011), a Korean international student at Pacific 

Lutheran University, when Koreans meet new people, they bow to each other. In this case, 

younger Koreans bow to the older ones based on people’s appearances, and older people just 

receive it and smile. Bowing is an important and appropriate way to greet people in Korea. Even 

though one has a previous interaction with people, one should always bow to Koreans if they are 

older than themselves. Also, it is crucial that they hand something to them with two hands, rather 

than with one, to express respect for them. In informal meetings, males especially shake hands, 

however, it is important that people who are older suggest hand-shaking first. If the younger 

person suggests the hand-shaking first, this could be perceived as rude and uneducated in human 

relations. 

Another important factor to keep in mind when traveling to Korea is the way people enter 

rooms. When going into another person’s office, instead of knocking like is usually done in the 



United States to warn the person that one is waiting to enter, in Korea some would rather cough 

to acknowledge their presence. It means the same as knocking, but it is a less forward way of 

communicating the fact that one is there. Knocking is loud and can be disturbing to the person 

inside, but a cough is subtle and still makes the person aware of the action of wanting to enter 

(Park & Kim, 1992).  

Some things to keep in mind about nonverbal actions are the way people point. Koreans 

are not supposed to point at people directly because it is perceived as rude. If a person makes an 

‘OK’ sign with their hands sideways in Korea, it means money rather than the traditional 

American ‘okay.’ These differences, although not all, could lead to confusion or argument 

because of cultural misconceptions. By learning the different verbal and nonverbal actions 

between the two cultures, one can prevent easily avoided conflicts (Park & Kim, 1992). 

South Korean Family 

In any travel experience, it is beneficial to know and understand about family structures 

and beliefs, which are just as important as nonverbal and verbal communication styles. 

Traditionally, a South Korean family consists of a father, mother and one to two children. 

Koreans are proud of their good relationship among family members. Family structure is very 

strict in Korea. The father is the breadwinner and provider, while the mother traditionally stays at 

home and looks after the children, focusing on their education, and usually acting as the 

disciplinarian. In Confucian tradition, the father is the head of the family and it is his 

responsibility to provide food, clothing and shelter, and to approve the marriages of family 

members. The eldest son has special duties: first to his parents, then to his brothers from oldest to 

youngest, then to his sons, to his wife, and lastly to his daughters (Cultures and Their Countries, 

2011).  



In a Korean family, once children are older, the search for a significant other begins. 

When searching for a partner, family background and educational levels are very important to 

the family. “Many urbanites find their significant others at schools or workplaces and have a love 

marriage” (Cultures and Their Countries, 2011). Others may find their partners through arranged 

meetings usually made by relatives, parents, friends and/or professional matchmakers (Cultures 

and Their Countries, 2011). But, according to Lee (2011), this is becoming more uncommon. In 

most marriages, Koreans have freedom in choosing their martial partner and it can be viewed as 

a rite of passage that bestows a social status of adulthood on an individual. Once a Korean has 

found their ‘soul-mate,’ the couple plans a meeting where both sets of parents may meet for the 

first time. After the exchange of greetings and conversations, the parents leave so the couple can 

converse and decide if they would like to continue seeing each other again (Cultures and Their 

Countries, 2011).  

This is important to a Korean because marriage is highly “thought of as a union of not 

just a man and a woman” but of their families and a means to ensure the continuity of the 

husband’s family line (Cultures and Their Countries, 2011). Once married, it is very common for 

the couple to move into the groom’s parents’ house for the time being. If the couple lives in the 

bride’s parents’ house, the groom is viewed as not being able to support his own family. Further, 

many Korean couples feel obligated to be in their marriages due to societal expectations. 

Especially when they have their children, many couples often say that their relationships need to 

continue because of the presence of the children. If parents are divorced, children do not feel as 

though they should tell others that their parents are separated and feel like they should hide that 

fact. A lot of stigma is attached to children whose parents are divorced, so the children try to 

avoid being looked down upon (Lee, 2011). 



As well as respect of family and the union of families, South Koreans have a strong 

respect for elders, who are “considered the noblest attributes of the Korean society” (Korean 

Family, no date). They view elders as very wise and value the advice that is given to them. In 

Korea, families are known as a ‘small society.’(Korean Family, no date). Koreans hold a strong 

emphasis on education and bringing that to the family. Although the idea of individualism and 

economic growth brings family division, most Koreans do not forget that the family is the most 

important group for themselves as well as for the country (Cultures and Their Countries, 2011). 

Koreans practice one of the Confucian values, Hyo, by respecting their parents at all times, 

taking care of them in their old age, mourning them well at proper funerals, and performing 

ceremonies for them after their deaths (Kwintessentials, n.d.).  

As in any culture, specific roles of men and women are created. Being home to more than 

48 million people, South Korea is made up of a somewhat equal population of men and women 

(Kwintessentials, n.d.). Gender has been a fundamental influence in patterns of social 

organization. Specifically regarding South Korean women, housework is most commonly 

regarded as women's work even when a woman works outside the home. From a young age, 

“women were taught the virtues of subordination and endurance to prepare for their future roles 

as wife and mother” (Asia Society, 2008). 

Industrialization and democratization have given women more opportunities to play 

diverse roles in public life, but the basic structure of a gender division of labor is observable in 

public life. History reveals that South Korean women, until a particular period, did not have the 

opportunity to receive higher education. This scenario has changed significantly, but women still 

“remain a subdued section of the society” (Maps of the World, 2000).  



The role of women in South Korea is much like those women of the world who also 

belong to male dominating societies, such as United States, but to a slightly more extreme extent. 

The will, rights and powers of women have been “controlled by the fathers and fore-fathers, by 

the nation, and male nationals for eras in South Korea” (Maps of the World, 2000). Freedoms 

pertaining to actions, sex, education and employment were far from women’s reach for a long 

period in the country, but as soon as women started having proper education, their outlook 

towards life changed. South Korean women began to think behind the limits. They become 

strong enough to support themselves and choose a life of their own (Maps of the World, 2000). 

        Men of South Korea, however, are seen and treated as strong and determined individuals 

within social context. Although Korean men are not known for the physical strength or power, 

they are instead praised for their unique taste and talent of arts, crafts, and sculptures. Korean 

men are also known for their “religious belief and responsible nature” (Maps of the World, 2000). 

Family matters most to the Korean male more than anything and they are the protective lords of 

the house. Interesting enough, Korean men have served a multitude of roles from serving in the 

military to running households (Maps of the World, 2000). 

Education System Structure 

Besides understanding cultural differences within broad society and how those 

differences influence behavior, another important arena to look at is the educational system and 

how things work in schools. It is important for U.S. international students to understand what 

South Korean classroom atmospheres are like to be able to adapt and to be successful students. 

“Cultural differences between students’ countries of origin and their host country could be 

important factors influencing international students’ academic satisfaction” (Park, Lee, Yun, & 

Kim, 2009).  



  One significant difference between American and South Korean classrooms is the 

orientation of power distance. Because South Korea is a society that highly values and practices 

large power distance, this can be seen in the classroom as well. International students have a lot 

to adjust to when they study away, especially when they are traveling to and living in a culture 

that is very different from their home culture. The United States is a very low power distance 

culture whereas South Korea is a culture that values high power distance. This value carries into 

their academic system as well. The level of power distance in a classroom also affects the 

student-teacher relationship. Teachers in the United States tend to be much more student-

oriented than teachers in South Korea. Because there is a higher level of inequality within the 

South Korean classroom, students receive a more teacher-centered education (Park et al., 2009).  

Related to this notion of power distance is verbal and nonverbal immediacy within South 

Korean classrooms. Verbal and nonverbal immediacy behaviors are also important for American 

students to be aware of.  In the United States, there tends to be a higher level of both verbal and 

nonverbal immediacy than there is in South Korean classrooms. In Korea, less immediate 

behaviors can be attributed to, at least in part, the culture’s Confucian heritage and value of large 

power distance. A “strict order exists” in Korean classrooms: teachers are the ones who initiate 

all communication and students speak only when spoken to (Park et al., 2009). In contrast, 

cultures that have small power distance encourage two-way communication between teachers 

and students (Hofstede, 2001). If teachers and students are able to have more discussion and 

share ideas with each other, this will lead to more effective learning.  

High- and low-context cultural differences will also greatly affect American exchange 

students studying in South Korea. Asian cultures such as South Korea are much more high-

context than the United States. The way that South Koreans communicate tends to be less direct 



than American’s style of conversing. “Asians have been known to prefer indirect and ambiguous 

communication in contrast to the direct and clear communication preferred in low-context 

cultures” (Merkin, 2009). In South Korean classrooms, American students might not quite 

understand what their teachers are saying because they are used to their teachers in America 

explicitly explaining concepts. South Koreans have a more indirect communication style. 

Americans that have moved to South Korea for work have reported that there is a lack of clarity 

in verbal communication, something that proved to be a challenge for them (Kim, 2008).   

Another relevant point that American students should be aware of before their journey to 

South Korea is the nature of friendships. Relationships are influenced by many factors, including 

how the culture views social relations. Collectivist cultures are going to have a different 

perception and practice of friendship than individualistic cultures might have. Because South 

Korea is a very collectivist culture and the United States is an individualistic culture, there are 

differences that American students need to be aware of. Students is South Korea tend to stick to a 

smaller group of friends than American students do and develop more intimate relationships with 

them.  

Friends are viewed differently in the two cultures. “The label ‘friend’ is used to describe 

a wide variety of relationships, ranging from casual acquaintances to individuals who are as 

close as and sometimes closer than family members. Korean students typically socialize in small 

groups of close friends” (French, Bae, Pidada, & Okhwa, 2006). The concept of friendship is 

viewed differently in the United States. Americans tend to have more casual relationships with a 

larger number of people. Americans may engage in conversation and get to know more people, 

but they do not develop intimate relationships with all of these people. South Korean students, on 

the other hand, choose to have a smaller, more tightly-knit group of friends that they are very 



close to.  Triandis, Bontempo, Villareal, Asai, & Lucca (1988) state that unlike individualists, 

collectivists have friendships that are more long lasting and intimate. Individualists interact with 

people from a variety of different groups and find it easy to develop new friendships.  

The quality of the friendships between both cultures is different. “People in 

individualistic cultures often have greater skills in entering and leaving new social groups. They 

make ‘friends’ easily, but by ‘friends’ they mean nonintimate acquaintances. People in 

collectivist cultures have fewer skills in making new ‘friends,’ but ‘friend’ in their case implies a 

life-long intimate relationship, with many obligations” (French, 2006). South Korea and the 

United States have different perceptions of friendship and what that means, which American 

students will experience during their time studying abroad.   

In South Korea, American students should be aware of the level of Instructor Decision 

Authority that takes place inside the classroom. Park et al. (2009) defines instructor decision 

authority as “the extent to which instructors exert power in making decisions without consulting 

students, while students do not challenge their instructors.” Every teacher, no matter what culture 

they live in, has their own style of teaching that will be exerted in their classroom. In general, 

Asian cultures have a much higher level of instructor decision authority than countries such as 

the United States. This means that in cultures, such as South Korea, teachers are going to allow 

their students to have little or no say in the curriculum that is taught, how the class will be 

structured, how much feedback or conversation they are allowed to have with the instructor, etc. 

In contrast, in American classrooms, students are allowed to ask questions, make comments and 

even argue with teachers (Park et al, 2009).  

 Overarching many of these topics is the fact that South Korean culture is rooted in 

Confucian values. “In the Confucian-heritage education tradition, it is important for teachers to 



be ‘stern in front of students, stingy in giving praise for good efforts, but harsh in making 

demands and ready to use shaming or to administer physical punishment’” (Ho, 2001). The 

United States does not have this or any similar value system underlying its culture. Lee (2011) 

said that administering physical punishment is acceptable in K-12 education, but not in college 

settings.  

When American college students study away in South Korea, there are many important 

cultural differences that they should be aware of. This awareness will allow them to be more 

effective and appropriate communicators with native Koreans and anyone else whom they may 

encounter abroad. South Koreans values higher levels of power distance, uncertainty avoidance 

and long-term orientation, and lower levels of individualism and masculinity compared to the 

United States. All of these core cultural values of Korea could be stemmed from the values from 

Confucianism. This deep-rooted cultural orientation with Confucian values permeates into all 

aspects of society, including the family and school setting. With all of these ideas in mind, 

American sojourners will be well prepared to make the journey across the Pacific.   
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