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PART ONE:
INTRODUCTION

1. Research Rationale

This part has introduced the foundation of the study, highlighting the importance
of addressing terms in communication and their role in reflecting cultural norms.
It has established the significance of comparing Vietnamese and American
addressing terms, given their distinct cultural values—Vietnamese emphasizing
hierarchy and collectivism, while Americans lean towards informality and
individualism.

The research rationale emphasizes the growing need for -cross-cultural
understanding due to increased globalization, education, and business exchanges
between the two countries. Misunderstandings in addressing terms can lead to
communication challenges, making this study relevant for improving
intercultural interactions.

Both English and Vietnamese dialects moreover have their interesting tending to
term framework. In these two dialects, a couple of essential tending to terms
share the same semantic constants. Be that as it may, cross-cultural analysts
discover that tending to terms of a society that employments one framework
cannot be completely interpreted identically into the dialect of a society that
employments a diverse framework. Hence, as an English major understudy, |
would like to have a humble Cross-Cultural Communication think about on
utilizing tending to Term and its potential culture difference in my minor
proposition.

2. Research Objectives

This study aims to analyze the similarities and differences in the use of
addressing terms in Vietnamese and American communication. It seeks to
explore how social factors such as age, status, and relationship influence
addressing term choices in both cultures. Additionally, the research aims to

identify potential misunderstandings arising from cultural differences and



provide practical recommendations for improving cross-cultural communication
between Vietnamese and Americans in academic, professional, and social
contexts.

3. Significance of the Study

This study is significant both theoretically and practically.

e Theoretically, it contributes to sociolinguistics by analyzing how cultural
values influence the use of addressing terms in Vietnamese and American
communication, filling a gap in cross-cultural research.

e Practically, it helps students, educators, business professionals, and
expatriates navigate cultural differences, reducing misunderstandings and
improving communication.

By offering insights into appropriate addressing practices, the study promotes
more effective and respectful intercultural interactions in academic,
professional, and social settings

4. Scope and Limitations

4.1 Scope of the study

This study focuses on comparing the use of addressing terms in Vietnamese and

American communication. Specifically, it examines:

e Types of Addressing Terms: Personal pronouns, kinship terms, titles, and
formal/informal address in both cultures.

e Social Factors Influencing Addressing Terms: Age, social status,
relationship, and context (e.g., workplace, academic settings, daily
conversations).

e (Cultural Dimensions: What cultural values like collectivism vs.
individualism and power distance impact the use of addressing terms.

e Contexts Analyzed: The study primarily focuses on spoken communication
in everyday, academic, and professional

4.2 Limitations of the study

While this research aims to provide valuable insights, it has certain limitations:



e Limited Sample Size: The study may not fully represent all regional
variations in Vietnam and the U.S.

e Focus on Formal and Informal Communication: It does not extensively cover
slang, dialects, or historical language changes.

e Generalization Challenges: Individual preferences and evolving cultural
norms may influence addressing terms beyond traditional norms.

e [Language Barriers: Some nuances in addressing terms may be difficult to
translate directly between Vietnamese and English, affecting interpretation.

5. Research Methodology

This study uses a qualitative and comparative research approach to examine

addressing terms in Vietnamese and American communication. Data is gathered

through literature review, interviews, surveys, and discourse analysis. The study

applies comparative and thematic analysis to identify cultural differences and

social factors influencing language use. Ethical considerations, such as

confidentiality and informed consent, are ensured. By employing this

methodology, the research provides valuable insights into how addressing terms

reflect cultural norms and affect cross-cultural interactions.

6. Design of the study

Design The study is divided into three main parts:

Part one 1s Theoretical Background from which the study is built. There are

four terms often used in this study. They are Culture, Language, Cross Cultural

Communication and Culture Differences.

The second part is Development in which the differences between English and

Vietnamese addressing form are presented. The differences will be shown in

Pronoun systems, Kinship systems, Usage of Proper Name and Titles and

Occupational Status. It is evident that these differences will cause culture

differences for a Vietnamese or English sojourner entering a new culture. In this

part, the Potential Culture-Differences situations will also be shown. After that, I

would like to present some Suggestions for Culture-Differences caused by

contrasting Addressing systems.



The study is ended with the third part - Conclusion which sums up what to be
learnt from the study. There are Teaching Implication and Translating
Implication.

In short, this Cross-cultural Communication study brings out an overall view at
the differences between English and Vietnamese addressing form which is the

1st potential culture shock and its some solutions for this head-aching problem.



PART TWO: DEVELOPMENT
CHAPTER I: THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

Addressing term is one part of Communication which is the main purpose of

language. Discussing Language, it is impossible not to mention Culture since

they have mutual effects on each other. In addition, the differences of

Addressing term only happens and cause Culture-Differences when they are

Cross-Cultural Communication. The objective of this Chapter is to present these

terms which are the basis of this study.

1.1 Cultural and Language

1.1.1 Culture

Culture is a complex system of shared beliefs, values, customs, behaviors,
and artifacts that characterize a group of people or society. It influences
how individuals communicate, interact, and perceive the world around
them. Culture is learned, transmitted across generations, and shaped by
historical, social, and environmental factors.

Different scholars define culture in various ways:

e Edward B. Tylor (1871): Culture is “that complex whole which includes
knowledge, belief, art, law, morals, custom, and any other capabilities and
habits acquired by man as a member of society.”

o Geert Hofstede (1991): Culture is “the collective programming of the mind
that distinguishes the members of one group or category of people from
another.”

o Culture, as Nguyen Quang’s thought (1998:3), is “a share background (for
example, national, ethnic, religious) resulting from a common language and
communication style, custom, beliefs, attitudes, and values.

Culture in this context does not refer to art, music, literature, food, clothing

styles, etc. It refers to the informal and often hidden patterns of human

interaction, expression, and perspectives shared by people in a culture. The

hidden nature of culture has been likened to an iceberg, mostly hidden under
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water! Like an iceberg, the impact of culture on individuals is largely invisible.
The visible parts of culture are not always the parts that cause cross-cultural
difficulties; the hidden aspects of culture have a significant impact on behavior
and interactions with others.

The integrated pattern of human knowledge, beliefs and behavior that is both a
result of and an integral part of human capabilities to learn and pass on
knowledge to future generations. Culture, therefore, consists of language, ideas,
beliefs, customs, taboos, institutions, tools, technology, artwork, rituals,
ceremonies and symbols. It has played a vital role in human evolution, enabling
humans to adapt to their environment for their own purposes rather than relying
solely on natural selection for adaptive success. Every human society has its
own culture or socio-cultural system. Differences between cultures are due to
factors such as different physical habitats and resources, the range of
possibilities in areas such as language, ritual and social organization, and
historical phenomena such as the development of contacts with other cultures. A
person's attitudes, values, ideals and beliefs are largely influenced by the culture
in which he or she lives.

In the context of communication, culture plays a crucial role in shaping
language use, social norms, and interpersonal relationships, including how
addressing terms are used to show respect, hierarchy, and familiarity

For the above-mentioned features, I see the shortest and most concise definition
of culture in Moore’s words (1985:4): “culture is the whole of knowledge, ideas
and habits of society that are transmitted from one generation to the next

1.1.2 Language

Language is shortly defined as a" human system of communication that uses
signals similar as voice sounds, gestures, or written symbols." But honestly,
language is far too complicated to be adequately explained by a brief
description. Vladimir Lenin linked language as “the most important
communication means of mortal being.” Each language has a complex structure
that can be anatomized and totally presented. All languages begin as speech, and

9



numerous go on to develop writing systems. All can employ different judgment
structures to convey different meanings. They use their coffers else for this
purpose but they feel to be inversely structurally flexible. The top coffers are
word order, word form, syntactic structure, and, accentuation in speech.
Different languages keep pointers of number, person, gender, tense, mood, and
other orders separate from the root word or attach them to it.
Language It’s insolvable to separate culture and language. The capability to
produce and use language is the most distinctive point of humans. Language is a
system of conventional spoken or written symbols used by people in a
participated culture to communicate with each other. Language can be viewed as
an expression of culture. People use language to communicate, to express their
ideas, to pass their achievements from generation to generation. therefore,
culture is transmitted through language and people learn their culture through
their language.

Different scholars define language in various ways:

e Edward Sapir (1921): “Language is a purely human and non-instinctive
method of communicating ideas, emotions, and desires by means of
voluntarily produced symbols.”

e Noam Chomsky (1957): “Language is a system of rules that generates an
infinite number of sentences from a finite set of elements.”

e Language, as David Crystal (1992: 2) stated, is “the systematic, conventional
use of sounds, signs, or written symbols in a human society for
communication and self-expression.”

In the context of communication, language not only conveys information but

also reflects cultural values, social structures, and interpersonal relationships,

including the use of addressing terms to indicate respect, hierarchy, and

familiarity.

10



1.1.3 The relationship between Culture and Language

Culture and language are deeply interconnected, as language serves as both a

reflection of and a medium for cultural expression. They influence each other in

various ways:

1. Language is the primary means through which cultural values, traditions, and
beliefs are transmitted from generation to generation. It encodes a society’s
worldview, norms, and identity, shaping how people communicate and
interpret their surroundings.

2. Cultural values determine how language is used in social interactions.

For example:

o In collectivist cultures like Vietnam, language reflects social hierarchy
and respect through kinship terms and honorifics.

o In individualist cultures like the U.S., language is more egalitarian, with
frequent use of first names and direct communication

3. The Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis suggests that the structure of a language affects
how its speakers think and perceive the world. For instance, languages with
complex honorifics (like Vietnamese) encourage speakers to be more
conscious of social status and relationships in communication

4. Language i1s a key aspect of cultural identity, distinguishing groups and
reinforcing a sense of belonging. The loss of a language can led to the
erosion of cultural identity, while multilingualism can bridge cultural gaps

5. The use of addressing terms reflects cultural norms:

o Vietnamese: Kinship-based addressing terms emphasize hierarchy and
collectivism.

o American English: First-name usage reflects informality and
individualism

Wardhaugh (2002, 219-220) reported that there are two claims to the

relationship between language and culture:

The structure of a language determines the way in which speakers of that

language view the world or, as a weaker view, the structure does not determine
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the world-view but is still extremely influential in predisposing speakers of a
language toward adopting their world-view. The culture of a people finds
reflection in the language they employ: because they value certain things and do
them in a certain way, they come to use their language in ways that reflect what
they value and what they do.

Of course, just because people talk differently, they think differently. The idea
that language, to some extent, determines the way we think about the world
around us is known as linguistic determinism with ,,strong™ determinism stating
that language actually determines thought, and ,,weak™ determinism implying
that our thought is merely influenced by our language (Campbell, 1997).

In another word, language is used to maintain and convey culture and cultural
ties. A language both reflects and affects a culture's way of thinking, and
changes in a culture influence the development of its language.

1.2 Cross-Cultural Communication and Culture-differences

1.2.1 Communication

Communication is the process of exchanging information, ideas, thoughts, and
emotions between individuals or groups through verbal, non-verbal, and written
means. It is essential for social interaction, relationship-building, and knowledge
transfer.

Different scholars define communication in various ways:

Claude Shannon & Warren Weaver (1949): “Communication is the process
of transmitting information from a sender to a receiver through a medium.”
Dean Barnlund (2008): “Communication is a dynamic, transactional process in
which individuals create meaning through interaction.”

Communication can be verbal (spoken or written language) or non-verbal
(body language, facial expressions, gestures). It is influenced by cultural norms,
social context, and personal relationships, making it a crucial aspect of

intercultural interactions.
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Communication can also be defined as the sharing of meaning through the

transmission of information via mutually understood signs. Therefore, it can be

classified as in the chart below:

COMMUNICATION

/—\.

| VERBAL COMMUNICATION |

| INON- VERBAL COMMUNICATION |

| INTRALAMGUAGE | | PARALANGUAGE | | EXTRALANGUAGE |
- Vocabulary - Vocal characteristic Body language Object language Environmental
- Grammatical rules <+ Pitch (Action of language) (Artifacts) language
- Phonetic & + Volume l | -L
Phonological rles + Rate oy -
- Rules of language + Vocal quality - Eye contact . - Clothing - sc“"}ﬂ )
use and interaction - Types of vocal flow - Faca! expression = Jewelry - _Com entional
ekills. = Voeal interferences N Phya:ca.} . - I\r{.a.kc—up dmfzm.cc .
- « Silence / Pausa characteristics - Gifis - Time/ Chronemics
. = Gestures & Postures - - Lighting system

- Body movement - Color

= Touch /Hapties / - Heat

Tactile

Source: Nguyen Quang (1998:3), Intercultural communication
All forms of communication can be categorized as either verbal or nonverbal. In
turn, both verbal and nonverbal communication can be subdivided into either
vocal or non-vocal.
Because of the limited scope of this study, I would like to focus just only on
Verbal communication.
Much of the communication that takes place between people is verbal; that s, it
is based on language.

- Verbal communication of the vocal category includes spoken language.

- Non-vocal verbal communication involves written communications well
as communication that is transmitted through transmitted through sign
language, finger spelling, Braille, or other similar alternatives to verbal
language.

The purpose of any communication is to transfer the Speaker’s (S) idea and/or
information to the Hearer (H). To get the purpose done, the first task that both S

and H have to do is to point out the subject/object to be mentioned in the

13



communication. This can only be done by using Addressing Form, which is the
main subject of this study.
1.2.2 Cross-Cultural Communication
Cross-cultural communication refers to the process of exchanging information
between individuals or groups from different cultural backgrounds. It involves
understanding and adapting to diverse linguistic styles, social norms, and
cultural expectations to ensure effective interaction.
Key Aspects of Cross-Cultural Communication
1. Cultural Differences in Communication Styles
e High-context cultures (e.g., Vietnam, Japan) rely on indirect
communication, context, and non-verbal cues.
e Low-context cultures (e.g., the U.S., Germany) use direct and explicit
language to convey meaning.
2. Verbal and Non-Verbal Differences
e Language structure, politeness levels, and addressing terms vary across
cultures.
e Non-verbal elements like eye contact, gestures, and personal space differ
in interpretation.
3. Key Aspects of Cross-Cultural Communication
1. Cultural Differences in Communication Styles
* High-context cultures (e.g., Vietnam, Japan) rely on indirect communication,
context, and non-verbal cues.
* Low-context cultures (e.g., the U.S., Germany) use direct and explicit
language to convey meaning.
2. Verbal and Non-Verbal Differences
» Language structure, politeness levels, and addressing terms vary across
cultures.
* Non-verbal elements like eye contact, gestures, and personal space differ in
interpretation.

1. Challenges in Cross-Cultural Communication
14



Language barriers: Misunderstandings due to different meanings, expressions,

or idioms.

Cultural misunderstandings: Different norms for respect, formality, and

addressing people.

2. Strategies for Effective Cross-Cultural Communication

* Develop cultural awareness and sensitivity.

» Adapt language and communication styles to the cultural context.

* Practice active listening and clarify meanings to avoid misinterpretation

Cross-cultural communication is essential in a globalized world, influencing

business, education, and social interactions. Understanding cultural differences

in communication styles, addressing terms, and non-verbal cues helps build

effective and respectful intercultural relationships.

1.2.3 Culture-differences

Cultural differences refer to the variations in beliefs, values, customs, behaviors,

and communication styles between different societies or groups. These

differences influence how people interact, perceive the world, and express

themselves in various social contexts.

Cultural differences refer to the diverse ways in which societies develop unique

values, customs, traditions, and communication styles that influence their

interactions and worldview. Scholars define cultural differences in various ways:

o Hofstede (1991): “Cultural differences arise from the collective
programming of the mind that distinguishes the members of one group or
category of people from another.”

e Edward T. Hall (1976): “Culture is communication, and cultural differences
shape how people perceive and respond to messages in different contexts.”

e Samovar & Porter (2004): “Cultural differences reflect variations in beliefs,
norms, and behaviors that influence human interaction across different social

groups.”
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Cultural differences impact communication, social norms, addressing terms, and

perceptions of hierarchy, making them a crucial factor in cross-cultural

understanding and interaction.

Here’s a simple comparative chart highlighting key cultural differences between

Vietnamese and American cultures:

Aspect Vietnamese Culture American Culture
(Collectivist, High- (Individualist, Low-
Context) Context)
Communication Indirect, relies on context | Direct, explicit, and verbal

Style

and non-verbal cues

clarity is valued

Individualism vs.

Collectivism

Collectivist — group
harmony and family ties

are prioritized

Individualist — personal
independence and self-

expression are emphasized

Power Distance

High — respect for
authority and hierarchy

Low — equality and
informal interactions are

common

Addressing Terms

Formal, kinship-based, and
status-sensitive (e.g.,
CCAnh,” 6(Chi93)

Informal, first-name basis

is widely accepted

Politeness & Respect

Emphasizes humility,
indirect disagreement, and

saving face

Encourages openness,
direct opinions, and

assertiveness

Social Norms &

Etiquette

Bowing, two-handed
handshakes, avoiding
direct eye contact with

elders

Firm handshakes, direct eye
contact, and casual

Interactions

Perception of Time

Polychronic — flexible
schedules, importance of

relationships over

Monochronic — strict time
management and

punctuality are valued

punctuality
Family & Strong family bonds, Nuclear family-oriented,
Relationships extended family emphasis on individual

involvement in decisions

decision-making
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The typical potential culture-differences caused by using different addressing
forms shall be further discussed in Chapter 3.

We can come to a conclusion from the theories presented in this Chapter that
when there is interference between two different cultures, there is cross-cultural
communication. In the second part of this study, the differences in Addressing
systems used in Vietnamese-English cross-cultural communication shall be

more deeply discussed.
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CHAPTER II:
LITERATURE REVIEW

As mentioned in the previous Chapter, Vietnamese culture and English one is
different. Thus, the languages are different and hence the Addressing systems
are not the same. The difference is even so clear that they are hardly translated
equivalently.

This chapter reviews previous studies and theories related to cross-cultural

communication, addressing terms, and cultural differences between Vietnamese

and American societies. It provides a foundation for understanding how cultural
norms shape language use and interpersonal interactions.

2.1 Definition of Addressing Terms

Addressing terms are words or expressions used to refer to or address someone

in communication. They indicate social relationships, respect, politeness, and

cultural norms within a given society. Addressing terms can vary based on

factors such as age, gender, social status, and the level of formality in a

conversation.

Scholarly Definitions:

e Braun (1988): “Addressing terms are linguistic expressions used to
designate an interlocutor, reflecting social relationships and cultural values.”

e Fasold (1990): “Terms of address serve as markers of politeness and
hierarchy in social interactions, influenced by cultural and contextual
factors.”

e Hudson (1996): “Forms of address are a crucial aspect of sociolinguistics,
showing how speakers navigate respect, familiarity, and status in
communication.”

Types of Addressing Terms:

1. Personal Pronouns — Used to refer to someone directly (e.g., “you” in

English, “chi/em” in Vietnamese).
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2. Kinship Terms — Addressing people based on family relationships, even
outside family contexts (e.g., “bac,” “c6” in Vietnamese).
3. Titles & Honorifics — Indicating formality and respect (e.g., “Mr.,” “Dr.” in
English; “thdy,” “6ng” in Vietnamese).
4. First and Last Names — Common in American culture but used selectively in
Vietnamese communication.
5. Nicknames & Informal Terms — Used among friends or in casual settings.
Addressing terms are more than just linguistic expressions; they reflect social
structures, cultural values, and interpersonal relationships. Their usage varies
across cultures, making them an important aspect of cross-cultural
communication studies.
2.2 The Role of Addressing Terms in Communication
Addressing terms play a crucial role in communication by reflecting social
relationships, cultural norms, and the level of formality between speakers. They
influence interpersonal interactions and help establish politeness, respect, and
familiarity in different social and cultural contexts.
a. Establishing Social Hierarchy and Respect
e Addressing terms indicate status and hierarchy in communication,
especially in cultures with high power distance.
e Vietnamese culture: Uses kinship terms (e.g., “anh,” “chi,” “bac™) to
show respect and acknowledge social roles.
e American culture: Prefers first names in informal settings but uses titles
(e.g., “Mr.,” “Dr.”) in professional contexts.
b. Expressing Formality and Politeness
e Formal addressing terms (e.g., “Sir,” “Madam,” “Professor”) convey
politeness and professionalism.
e Informal terms (e.g., first names, nicknames) create a sense of closeness

and familiarity.
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e The Politeness Theory (Brown & Levinson, 1987) explains how speakers
choose addressing terms to maintain social harm
c. Strengthening Social Bonds and Group Identity
e Kinship terms in Vietnamese culture (e.g., “cht,” “c0”) are often used
outside family settings to foster connection.
e In American culture, casual addressing (e.g., using first names) promotes
egalitarianism and friendliness
d. Avoiding Miscommunication and Cultural Misunderstandings
e Misuse of addressing terms can cause offense or awkwardness in
cross-cultural interactions.
Example: A Vietnamese speaker may find first-name use too informal, while an
American may feel distant if addressed too formally.
e. Reflecting Cultural Values and Beliefs
e Addressing terms demonstrate whether a culture values individualism
or collectivism, formality or informality, and hierarchy or equality.
Example: Vietnamese speakers carefully choose addressing terms based on age
and status, while Americans prioritize directness and informality.
2.3 Cultural Dimensions and Communication Styles
Cultural dimensions shape communication styles by influencing how individuals
express themselves, interpret messages, and interact with others. Geert
Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions Theory (1991) provides a framework for
understanding these differences and their impact on communication.
% Key Cultural Dimensions Affecting Communication:

1. Individualism vs. Collectivism

* Individualistic cultures (e.g., USA): Prioritize self-expression, personal
opinions, and direct communication.

* Collectivist cultures (e.g., Vietnam): Emphasize group harmony, indirect
communication, and respect for social hierarchy.

2. Power Distance
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* High power distance (e.g., Vietnam): Communication is hierarchical;
addressing terms show respect for authority (e.g., using kinship terms).

* Low power distance (e.g., USA): Communication is more informal and
egalitarian; first-name usage is common.

3.High-Context vs. Low-Context Communication (Hall, 1976)

* High-context cultures (e.g., Vietnam): Rely on indirect communication, non-
verbal cues, and shared understanding.

» Low-context cultures (e.g., USA): Prefer direct, explicit language to express
thoughts clearly.

4. Uncertainty Avoidance

* High uncertainty avoidance (e.g., Vietnam): Prefer structured communication,
clear rules, and respectful addressing terms.

* Low uncertainty avoidance (e.g., USA): More open to informal, flexible
communication styles.

5.Masculinity vs. Femininity

* Masculine cultures (e.g., USA): Value assertiveness, competitiveness, and
direct speech.

* Feminine cultures (e.g., Vietnam): Emphasize modesty, harmony, and indirect
politeness in communication

6. Time Orientation

* Long-term oriented cultures (e.g., Vietnam): Value patience, indirectness, and
traditional communication norms.
» Short-term oriented cultures (e.g., USA): Prefer efficiency, directness, and

result-oriented conversation

R

% Impact on Addressing Terms and Communication Styles

e Vietnamese speakers use formal, kinship-based addressing terms to maintain
harmony and show respect.

e Americans prefer first-name usage and direct speech, reflecting

individualism and low power distance.
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e Misunderstandings can arise when a Vietnamese speaker expects formality,
while an American speaker expects informality.

Cultural dimensions strongly influence communication styles, affecting how

addressing terms, politeness, and directness are used. Understanding these

differences is key to effective cross-cultural communication and avoiding

misunderstandings between Vietnamese and American speakers.
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CHAPTER III:
ADDRESSING TERMS IN VIETNAMESE AND

AMERICAN COMMUNICATION

As mentioned in the previous Chapter, Vietnamese culture and English one is
different. Thus, the languages are different and hence the Addressing systems
are not the same. The difference is even so clear that they are hardly translated
equivalently.
1.1 Addressing Terms in Vietnamese Cultural
Addressing terms in Vietnamese culture play a crucial role in communication,
reflecting social hierarchy, respect, and relationships between speakers. Unlike
English, where pronouns and names are commonly used, Vietnamese addressing
terms are deeply influenced by age, gender, family relationships, and social
status.
According to Nguyen Van Khang (2008, Address forms in translation),
addressing terms are words used to call oneself and others. In other words,
addressing words are the ones used to call the H or the S in communication.
Each language has its own addressing system. They, however, both base on
basic commons. Those commons are pronouns, kinship words which are divided
into categories of number, gender and person.
In this study, I would like to point out the similarity and also the differences
between English addressing system and Vietnamese one.
1.1.1 Pronouns and Kinship Terms

A. Pronouns
Personal pronoun is a word used instead of a noun that represents a specific
person. Its usage depends on number (singular, plural), person (first, second,
third) gender (male, female, neutral), and case (subject, object)
Vietnamese pronouns are not neutral and must be chosen carefully based on the

speaker’s and listener’s relationship.
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Common Vietnamese Pronouns

Pronoun Type | Vietnamese Usage Context Equivalent English
Pronoun
First-person (I, | T61 Formal, neutral I
me)
Minh Friendly, intimate [/ We
Em Younger speaker I (for younger)
addressing older
person
Anh Male speaker I (for an older male)
addressing younger
person
Chi Female speaker I (for an older female)
addressing younger
person
Chau Younger speaker I (for a child or young
addressing an elderly | person)
person
Second-person | Ban Friendly, informal You
(You)
Cau Friendly, between You (casual)
friends
Anh Addressing an older | You (for an older
male male)
Chi Addressing an older | You (for an older
female female)
Ong Addressing an elderly | You (for an elderly
man man)
Ba Addressing an elderly | You (for an elderly
woman woman)
Ngai Very formal, used for | You (very formal)
officials
Third-person | Anh ay Referring to an older | He
(He, She, They) male
Chj ay Referring to an older | She
female
Ong ay Referring to an He (elderly)
elderly male
Ba 4y Referring to an She (elderly)
elderly female
Ho Referring to a group | They
of people
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Key Features of Vietnamese Pronouns

e Context-dependent: The pronoun changes based on the age and social status

of the listener.

e Respect-driven:

Using the wrong pronoun can sound

impolite or

disrespectful. Gender-sensitive:

e Different words are used for males and females.

B. Kinship Terms in Vietnamese

Kinship terms in Vietnamese go beyond family relationships; they are also used

in social and workplace settings to indicate respect and familiarity

Common Vietnamese Kinship Terms

Kinship Term | Meaning Usage Context
Anh Older brother | Used to address an older male (relative, friend
or colleague)
Chi Older sister | Used to address an older female (relative,
friend or colleague)
Em Younger Used to address a younger person (regardless
sibling of gander)
Bac Uncle/Aunt | Used for an older person (older than parents)
Chu Younger Used for a younger man (younger than father)
uncle
Co Aunt Used for younger woman (younger than
mother) or female teacher
Thﬁy Male teacher | Used to address male educator

Grandfather

Used for elderly men and in formal settings

Ong
Ba

Grandmother

Used for elderly women and in formal settings

Key Features of Kinship Terms

e Extend beyond family: Even strangers or colleagues are addressed using

kinship terms.

e Respect social hierarchy: FElders and higher-status individuals are

addressed with proper kinship terms.

e Create warmth and familiarity: Using kinship terms builds social bonds

and shows politeness.
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1.1.2 Formal and Informal Usage

Vietnamese addressing terms vary based on formality, age, relationship, and
social context. Using the right term helps maintain politeness and avoid
misunderstandings in communication.

A. Formal Usage of Addressing Terms

Formal addressing terms are used in professional, academic, and official settings

to show respect and hierarchy.

Vietnamese Usage Context Example
Term

Toi1 Neutral, polite pronoun used in | “Téi xin phép duoc phat biéu.”
professional and official settings | (I would like to speak)

Chung t61 “We” (excluding the listener), “Chung t0i s& xem xét dé xuét
used in professional and official | nay” (We will review this
speech proposal)

Chung ta “We” (including the listener), “Chiing ta can hop tac dé dat
used in inclusive formal speech | muc tiéu.” (We need to

cooperate to achieve our
goals.)

Ong/Ba Used for older man/women in “Anh/Chi c6 thé cho t6i ¥ kién
respectful situations khong?” (Sir/Madam, may |

have your opinion?)

Ngai Used for high-ranking officials, | “Chung toi rat vinh dy duoc
government figures, or VIPs don tiép Ngai.” (We are

honored to welcome you.)

Quy vi Very formal, used when “Kinh thua quy vi dai biéu”
addressing an audience in (Dear distinguished guests)
professional settings

. Informal Usage of Addressing Terms
Informal addressing terms are used in casual conversations, among friends,
family members, and peers. These terms create a sense of closeness and
friendliness.
Situations Where Informal Terms Are Used
e Friends & Peers: When speaking to classmates or close colleagues.
e Family Members: Talking to parents, siblings, or cousins.
e Social Settings: Casual conversations at gatherings, parties, or online chats.

Example of Informal Conversation
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Two friends talking:

“E cau, t6i nay di xem phim khong?” (Hey, do you want to go watch a movie

tonight?)

A younger sibling talking to an older one: * “Anh 01, ché em di an kem di!”

(Brother, take me to get ice cream!)

Key Differences Between Formal and Informal Addressing Terms

Aspect Formal Usage Informal Usage

Purpose Shows respect, Expresses familiarity and
professionalism, and closeness
politeness

Setting Business, education, Family, friends, social
official meetings interactions

Examples “Thua thﬁy, to1, ong/ba, “E minh, ban, ciu, tao”
giam dbc”

Relationship Between strangers, Between equals, friends,
professionals, or or family
superiors

Understanding the difference between formal and informal addressing terms
is essential for effective communication in Vietnamese culture. Formal terms
show respect and professionalism, while informal terms build closeness and
friendliness. Choosing the right addressing term depends on context,
relationship, and social norms, making it a crucial part of Vietnamese
language and culture.
1.1.3 Factor Influencing Choice (Age, Status, Relationship)
The use of addressing terms in Vietnamese is not random—it is deeply
influenced by sociocultural factors that reflect the values of respect, hierarchy,
and social harmony. The main factors that determine which addressing term is
appropriate include age, social status, and relationship between speakers.

1. Age
Age i1s one of the most important factors in Vietnamese communication. The
language requires speakers to be aware of who is older or younger in order to
use appropriate pronouns or kinship terms.

Example:
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e A 20-year-old talking to a 30-year-old man may say: “Anh oi, em cin héi
mot chut” (Brother, I need to ask something)
e A student talking to a child might say: “Chau tén la gi?” (What is your
name, little one?)
2. Social Status / Occupation
Social roles and professional ranks heavily influence addressing choices,
especially in formal settings such as schools, offices, or government institutions.
Example:
e In a meeting, an employee might say: “Thwa giam ddc, tdi xin phép trinh
bay.” (Director, may | present something?)
3. Relationship / Familiarity
The closeness of the relationship also influences whether the speaker uses
formal or informal, respectful or friendly terms.
Example:
e Two close friends might say: “Céu an gi chwa?” (Have you eaten yet?)
e A stranger might say: “Chi c6 thé gitup e dwoc khong?” (Can you help me,
Miss?)
4. Gender
Vietnamese addressing terms are also gender-sensitive. Different terms are used
for males and females in the same position
5. Regional Differences
In Vietnam, the use of terms may also vary by region (North, Central, South),
though the basis structure is consistent. For instance:
e In the North, “mo¢”, “thim”, “dugng” are more common in family
address.
e In the South, people may be more relaxed and casual in their usage.
3.2 Addressing Terms in American Cultural
In American culture, addressing terms are generally less hierarchical and more

flexible compared to many other cultures. The system is marked by its emphasis
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on egalitarianism and informality, while still accommodating formal forms of
address when necessary. Below is an overview of how Americans use
addressing terms, including distinctions between formal and informal contexts,
as well as factors that shape their usage.

3.2.1 Characteristics of American Addressing Terms

1.1 Informal Addressing

e First Names:

In everyday interactions whether in social, academic, or many business settings
Americans frequently use first names. This practice signals approachability and
equal status.

Example: “Hi, John!” or “Good morning, Sarah!”

e Nicknames and Slang:

Among close friends and in casual environments, nicknames or shortened names
are common.

Example: “Hey, Mike” instead of “Michael.”

1.2 Formal Addressing

e Titles with Last Names:

In more formal or professional settings, especially when addressing someone
with a higher status or when first impressions matter, titles such as “Mr.,” “Ms.,”
“Mrs.,” “Dr.,” or “Professor” are used with the person’s last name.

Example: “Good morning, Mr. Smith” or “Dr. Johnson will see you now.”

e Honorifics:

Honorifics might also be used in official communications, meetings, or written
correspondence. A level of formality is maintained with phrases like “Dear Mr.
Brown” or “Dear Members of the Board.”

3.2.2 Factor Influencing the Choice

2.1 Social Relationship

e Professional vs. Social Interactions:

29



In professional settings, formality is observed to maintain professional
boundaries, while social interactions among friends and family tend to be
informal.

e Power Distance:

American culture generally values low power distance, meaning that even in
professional contexts, once a relationship is established, the strict use of titles
may give way to first-name usage.

Example: A CEO might introduce themselves by their first name during a
company meeting to promote a sense of inclusiveness.

2.2 Context and Setting

e Formal Contexts:

Official events, business meetings, academic settings, and formal written
communication require respectful forms of address that signal
professionalism and courtesy.

e Informal Contexts:

Everyday conversation, social gatherings, and non-hierarchical group activities
allow for relaxed addressing terms.
2.3 Cultural Norms and Expectations

e Individualism:

American society places a high value on individualism, which is reflected in the
informal, first-name basis of many interactions. This approach is meant to foster
open communication and directness.

e Flexibility and Adaptability:

Americans generally adopt addressing practices that can quickly change based
on the relationship and evolving social norms. For instance, many professionals
quickly transition from formal titles to first-name familiarity as relationships

develop.

30



3.2.3 Conclusion

Addressing terms in American culture are characterized by their flexibility and
tendency toward informality. While formal titles remain important in certain
contexts to denote respect and professionalism, the general preference is for
first-name address, reflecting the nation’s cultural emphasis on equality and
directness. Understanding these nuances is critical for navigating social and

professional environments effectively in the United States.
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CHAPTER1V:
CULTURAL DIFFERENCES AND THEIR IMPACT ON

COMMUNICATION

Cultural differences play a significant role in shaping the way people
communicate, interpret messages, and express meaning. Misunderstandings in

cross-cultural communication often stem not from language barriers alone, but

from different cultural norms, values, and expectations.

4.1 Cultural Misunderstandings in Addressing Terms

Situation

Vietnamese Perspective

American Perspective

Addressing a teacher or

superior

Use formal title like
“Thay/C6”

Use first name or “Professor”

once informal accepted

Giving criticism

Avoid direct critique to

save face

Give constructive feedback

openly

Refusing an invitation

Indirect response to avoid

Clear “no” or explanation

offending expected
Expressing opinions in | May wait to be invited to | Expected to voice opinion
a group speak freely
2.2 Politeness Strategies and Face-Saving in Communication

Politeness and face-saving are essential aspects of communication, especially in

cross-cultural contexts. They help maintain social harmony, show respect, and

prevent conflict. These strategies differ significantly between cultures such as

Vietnamese and American due to their underlying cultural values.

e Politeness Strategies

Politeness strategies are ways of communicating that reduce threat to the

listener’s face. Linguist Brown and Levinson proposed four main types of

politeness strategies:
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Strategy Definition Example

Bald on-record Direct and clear, with no | “Close the door.”
softening

Positive politeness Shows friendliness, “Could you help me out,
solidarity buddy?”

Negative politeness Shows respect, minimizes | “Sorry to brother you, but
imposition could you...?”

Off-record (Indirect) | Suggestive, leaving room | “It’s cold in here, isn’t it?”
for interpretation

e Face-Saving
Face refers to a person’s social image, dignity, and self-respect in interactions.
- Face-saving is the act of protecting one’s own or another’s social image to
avoid embarrassment, shame, or disrespect.
- Cultures that emphasize community and harmony (like Vietnam) tend to be
more face-conscious.
e Importance in Cross-Cultural Communication
Understanding politeness and face-saving strategies helps:
- Avoid unintentional rudeness
- Foster mutual respect
- Build strong intercultural relationships
- Communicate effectively across cultures
2.3 Perception of Respect and Formality in both Cultures
Respect and formality are deeply embedded in cultural values, and how they are
expressed varies significantly across cultures. In communication, these concepts
influence word choice, tone, body language, and especially the use of addressing
terms. Vietnamese and American cultures offer contrasting yet insightful
perspectives on how respect and formality are perceived and demonstrated.
1. Respect and Formality in Vietnamese Culture

a. Hierarchical Structure

- Vietnamese society places a strong emphasis on social hierarchy based on
age, status, and relationships.
- Respect is shown by using appropriate kinship terms, titles, and polite

particles.
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Formality in Language

Formal language is expected in interactions with elders, superiors, or
strangers.
Speakers often use honorifics, and avoid direct or casual speech in formal

settings.

Example: Saying “Da, em chao thdy a” (Yes, I greet you, teacher) to show deep

respect to a teacher.

C.

Nonverbal Cues

Bowing slightly, lowering one’s voice, and avoiding direct eye contact
with elders or superiors are considered respectful gestures.

Flexibility Over Time

Even in close relationships, Vietnamese people may maintain a level of

formality as a sign of enduring respect.

. Respect and Formality in American Culture

Emphasis on Equality

American culture tends to be egalitarian, valuing individualism and equal
treatment over strict hierarchy.

Respect is shown more through tone of voice, active listening, and
courtesy, rather than formal language.

Informality in Communication

It is common to address people by first names, even in professional or
academic contexts.

Formal titles are used in initial meetings, but dropping them is often
encouraged to promote closeness and trust.

Directness as a Form of Respect

Americans often perceive direct communication and honesty as signs of
respect, as it reflects openness and clarity.
Cultural Adaptability

While formality exists, particularly in high-stakes or ceremonial settings,
American culture tends to quickly shift toward informality once

relationships are established.
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3. Comparison Table: Perceptions of Respect and Formality

Aspect

Vietnamese Culture

American Culture

Basis of respect

Age, social status, family roles

Individual merit,

personality

Form of address

Kinship terms, titles, honorifics

First names, titles used

briefly

Formality level

High, especially in public or

unfamiliar settings

Moderate to low,

depending on the context

Tone and Soft, polite, indirect to avoid Clear, direct and
indirectness offense straightforward
Maintaining Very important; avoids direct Less emphasized; values
face confrontation openness and dialogue

Nonverbal signs

of respect

Physical posture, modest

gestures

Eye contact, active

engagement
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Conclusion

While Vietnamese culture values formality and hierarchical respect, shown

through linguistic and nonverbal cues, American culture often equates respect

with equality, directness, and openness. Recognizing these cultural differences

helps individuals navigate cross-cultural communication more thoughtfully,

ensuring that respect is appropriately conveyed according to cultural

expectations.
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CHAPTER V:
POTENTIAL CULTURAL DIFFERENCES CAUSED BY
CONTRASTING ADDRESSING TERMS AND SOME
SUGGESION

Addressing terms are not just words—they reflect deeper cultural values such as
respect, hierarchy, familiarity, and social relationships. Differences in how
Vietnamese and American people use addressing terms can easily lead to
miscommunication, discomfort, or even unintended offense in cross-cultural
settings.

5.1 Problems in using English Addressing terms

English addressing form seems easy to be used since they hardly illustrate age
gap, social status and attitude of addresser and addressee. But there exists some
situation in which speakers feel confused about how to address people properly.
Many feel uncomfortable asking the question "What should I call you?". The
following are some situations which may cause culture-shock when a
Vietnamese sojourner enters an English-speaking culture. These situations are
hard ones that an English-speaking person or an oversea student/teacher may
have. A Vietnamese person who works or study in an English culture is more
likely to encounter. Thus, they were put in my surveys sent to Vietnamese
oversea students and people who are working in an English-speaking culture
When Vietnamese speakers use English in cross-cultural communication,
especially in formal or international settings, the use of English addressing
terms can be a source of confusion, discomfort, or miscommunication. These
challenges often arise from cultural differences, language structure, and
social expectations.

The survey has been done by 48 people. And following is the result:
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PROBLEMS IN USING ENGLISH ADDRESSING TERMS

Chart Survey
Calling your children's teachers (younger) 38 10
Calling your children's teachers (older) 42 6
Calling your bosses (younger) 38 10
Calling your bosses (nearly as old as) 40 8
Calling your bosses (older) 45 B
Calling your colleagues (younger) 46 2
Calling your colleagues (nearly as old as) 31 9 8
Calling your colleagues (older) 41 7
Calling your homestay parents 12 ) O 26
Calling your neighbor (younger) 38 .10
Calling your neighbor (nearly as old as) 14 19 15
Calling your neighbor (older) 42 6
Calling your students (older) 14 34
Calling your students (younger) 48
Calling your teachers 5 20

Algaays 10%0%88, sovemabmesos, Rensly 78bNe¥es 90% 100%

The above bar chart illustrates the problems that Vietnamese people have when
using

English addressing terms. The problems often seen are calling teachers,
students, neighbors and homestay parents. 23 out of 48 people asked show that
they have problems in calling their teachers. 17 of them are teachers and they
get difficulties when having students who are older than them. 10 of them have
problems in calling their neighbors. And almost all the foreign students asked
have had problems with addressing their homestay parents.

5.1.1 Addressing teachers

Addressing teachers is one of the most culturally sensitive practices in
communication, as it reflects a society’s values regarding respect, hierarchy, and
familiarity. Vietnamese and American cultures approach this very differently,
and these differences can affect classroom interactions, student-teacher

relationships, and communication styles.
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Vietnamese students often address their teachers by their occupational status -
théy/cé, which means teacher in English. With this habit, Vietnamese students
call their English-speaking teachers’ “teacher”. But “teacher” is not their name,
it is their job. This also sounds as if the students do not know their teachers*
names. Some English-speaking teachers feel uncomfortable to be addressed with
this generic term, they suggest the students, for example, “Please don’t call me
teacher, call me Mr. Daniel.” In this case, you should follow his/her suggestion.

5.1.2 Calling fellow students

How students address each other in everyday communication reflects cultural
values related to politeness, age hierarchy, familiarity, and social harmony. In
cross-cultural settings, these differences can influence group dynamics,
collaboration, and the comfort level in peer interactions.

In most classroom situations, teachers call their students by their first names.
But if there are a few students who are older than the teacher, it seems
unreasonable to call their first name. To show respect, the teacher should
address these students by their last name (unless they suggest to use their first).

5.1.3 Calling homestay parents

In homestay situations, where students live with host families—especially
during exchange or study abroad programs—forms of address play a big role in
setting the tone of the relationship. These terms reflect expectations around
respect, closeness, formality, and family roles. How students address their
homestay parents can vary greatly depending on cultural norms.

An overseas student has to show his/her respect to his/her homestay parents.
Thus, s/he can use titles (Mr. or Mrs./MS) and last names. But this way of
addressing express a distance between his/her and the parents while they would
prefer a close relationship. It is advised to use titles and their last names until

they suggest differently.
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5.1.4 Calling neighbors

How people address their neighbors reflects their cultural views on community,
formality, familiarity, and respect for age and social roles. Vietnamese and
American societies take very different approaches when it comes to talking with
those living nearby.

It seems easy to call neighbors who are obviously older or younger than you by
their last names (with titles) for the former and their first names with their later.
If your neighbor looks nearly at the same age with you, normally you can call
him/her by his/her first name. But this sometimes matters. Some neighbors may
feel unresected. Since it is considered impolite to ask for their ages, if you are a
new comer in the neighborhood, you had better introduce yourself using your
first name and wait to see how they introduce themselves. If you want to make a
closer relationship, you can ask a question "Is it okay if I call you [first name]?"
5.2 Problems in using Vietnamese Addressing terms

Vietnamese addressing terms are deeply rooted in cultural values like respect,
age hierarchy, social relationships, and family roles. While this system helps
maintain social harmony, it can also lead to confusion, discomfort, or
miscommunication especially for non-native speakers or in cross-cultural
contexts.

Due to the above characteristics, the Vietnamese address system is much more
complex than the English address system. The Vietnamese address format is
flexible and meaningful. Therefore, English-speaking guests may have a harder
time adapting to the new culture than Vietnamese newcomers. Another survey
of 26 foreigners living in Vietnam who speak Vietnamese as a second language
(12 of whom are married to Vietnamese and live with Vietnamese families) also
explored these issues.

The following is the result of the survey:
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CHART SURVEY

Calling your aunt / uncle

Calling your cousin

Calling your bosses (younger

Calling your bosses (nearly same age
Calling your bosses (older

Calling your colleagues (younger

Calling your colleagues (nearly same age

L . A e

Calling your colleagues (older

Calling your teachers

Calling your neighbor (younger

Calling your neighbor (nearly same age
Calling your neighbor (older

Calling your acquaintances (at the 1st meet
Calling your friends (younger

et i e

Calling your friends (older
0% 10% 20% 30% 40% B50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

uAlways mOften ®mSometimes ®mRarely ®Never

The survey result seen above illustrates the problems faced by foreigners
speaking Vietnamese. The problems are encountered when calling
friends/acquaintances which is encountered by 23 out of 26 people asked,
calling younger bosses with 10 out of 26 people asked. And the most difficulty
faced is calling family members which has 12 out of 12 people asked say yes.
Now we can put it in the situation when an English-speaking man immigrates to
Vietnam and tries to speak Vietnamese, which is very common nowadays. To
make it easy, I would like to name this man Max. Max gets to know some
Vietnamese people. This is when he starts realizing how Vietnamese addressing
system works.

5.2.1 Communication among friends/acquaintances

How people address their friends and acquaintances reflects cultural values

about closeness, equality, age, and respect. While Vietnamese culture leans

heavily on hierarchy and relational context, American culture emphasizes

informality and directness.
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e Vietnamese Culture: Respect with Familiarity

a. Among Friends:

Kinship terms are still widely used, even between close friends:

- Anh/ Chi — if the friend is older

- Em —if the friend is younger

- Ban — technically means “friend” but is rarely used among actual close
friends

b. Close Friend Pairs may use:

First names with or without titles

Pronouns change based on comfort:

- T¢ - Cau (neutral, polite)

- May — tao (Very informal, used between close friends, but can sound rude
if misused)

- Minh — Cau (Soft, friendly)

c. Among Acquaintances

More likely to use formal or neutral terms like:

- Anh, Chi, Em, Bac depending on age

- Avoid overly informal pronouns (may, tao) unless a relationship is
already established

In this integrative world, many Vietnamese people see it is common for a

foreigner to address them by their names. It is considered as expressing the

equality and somehow keeping the distance with them. The exchange of first

names usually runs without any problems, especially among people at nearly

same ages. But with many other Vietnamese people, this exchange seems

unreasonable since they feel like unresected. For instance, a woman who is

about 10 years older than Max would like to be called with the kinship word

“chi1”. The exchange of first names is even unacceptable with people who is

obviously older than Max. In this case, Max should know how to use “c6”,

“Chl’l”, Gébéc”, 6(6Hg77’ (6bé’7.
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American Culture: Casual and Equal

. Among Friends:
First names are standard.

Nicknames, shortened names, or even playful titles are often used among

close friends.

No change in language or pronouns is needed based on age or status.

. Among Acquaintances

First names are still commonly used, even if just met.

Small talk and casual tone help ease into familiarity.

Rarely, people may use “Mr./Ms. + Last Name” in formal or professional
settings.

Potential Issues in Cross-Cultural Interaction

Vietnamese speakers may hesitate to use first names with new
acquaintances, fearing it may seem disrespectful.

Americans may unintentionally offend by using a Vietnamese person’s
first name without a title.

Vietnamese pronouns like may — tao can sound aggressive or impolite if

used with the wrong person or outside close circles.

5.2.2 Communication at working place

Workplace communication isn’t just about the tasks at hand—it also conveys

respect, hierarchy, and group dynamics. Below is an overview of how

Vietnamese and American norms different in addressing colleagues, managing

formality, and fostering collaboration.

e Vietnamese Workplace Communication:

Addressing Term & Pronouns

Kinship-based titles remain common outside the family:

Anh/Chi for slightly older colleagues

Em for younger staff

Bac/C6/Chu for much older or senior colleagues
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Professional titles are used liberally, often with the person’s given name:

- Giam dbc Lan (Director Lan), Truéng phong Huy (Manager Huy)

- In academia: Thay Minh, C6 Lan

First-person pronoun is usually 70i in formal settings; minh or em in more
familiar teams

Formality & Hierarchy

- High power distance: junior staff defer to seniors in both language and
seating/order of speaking.

- Meetings open with formal greetings:

- “Kinh chao quy vi1”, “Thua anh chi, t61 xin phép béo céo...”

- Feedback often given indirectly, to avoid face-threatening acts.

Meetings & Email Style

- In-person: stand when seniors enter; address them first.
- Emails: start with “Kinh gtri...,” close with “Tran trong” or “Kinh chao.”
- Agenda and minutes follow strict formats.

e American Workplace Communication

Addressing Terms & Pronouns

- First names are standard—even between boss and subordinate—once an
initial rapport is established.

- Titles + last name (Mr./Ms./Dr.) appear in formal or external
communications (e.g., with clients).

- Pronouns are fixed: “I”’/ “you” without regard to status or age.

Informality & Egalitarianism

- Low power distance: open-door policies and flat organizational charts.

- Meetings begin with casual check-ins (“How was your weekend?”).

- Feedback is direct and encouraged visibly “Let me give you some thoughts
on...”—with an emphasis on problem-solving over deference.

Meetings & Email Style
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- In-person: people jump in (often “raise hand” metaphorically), interruptions
are tolerated.
- Emails: often start with “Hi [First Name],” close with “Best,” “Thanks,” or
even just initials.
- Informal collaboration tools (Slack, chat) further flatten hierarchy.
By understanding these cultural norms around addressing terms, formality, and
feedback, you can navigate Vietnamese and American workplaces more
effectively—showing respect where it’s expected and fostering the open
collaboration each culture values.
5.2.3 Communication among family members
Family communication reflects a culture’s core values—Iike hierarchy,
individualism, respect, and emotional expression. Vietnamese and American
families approach interaction quite differently, especially in how they address

each other, show respect, and express opinions.

Famzly Tree

Cu néuTCu noi Cu ngoaiTCu ngoai

Ong néi —— Ba ndi Ong ngoai ——Ba ngoai
Bac Béc 1 Bac Bac
/L\ B6/ba Me/ md ‘j;\
Anhho  Chiho I I | Anhho  Chiho
Anh Chi You Em
Chu—I—(_o —_— — Cau TMO
Emho Emho
Thim Chy —— — D Cau
I 1
Em ho Em ho

The following previous chart illustrates the basic Vietnamese familial relations.

As seen at the chart, Vietnamese familial relations are clearly distinguished
between paternal side and maternal one. A Vietnamese person has to know the
exact relations of a relative to their mother or father to have the appropriate

kinship word to address him/her
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It seems easy to address mother’s older sisters/brothers and father’s older
sisters/brothers since they are addressed the same as “bac”. Max has to call them
the same as his wife does. He may find no difficulty in this addressing

The addressing, however, is not that easy in the other branch of the family tree.
Mother’s younger brothers and father’s younger brothers are addressed
differently, “cau” and “cha” respectively. Father’s younger brother and father’s
younger sister’s husband, contrastingly, have the same way to be addressed as
“chu” and their wives are both “c6”. In contrast, mother’s younger brothers and
mother’s younger sister’s husband have different references, “cau” and “dugong”
respectively, though they are counterparts of “chu”. Cau’s wife and dugng’s
wife are “mo” and “di”. This sounds really complicated.

What’s more, parents™ nieces and nephews are both called “cousin” in English.
In Vietnamese kinship system, they are clearly distinguished. Father/mother’s
older sister/brother’s children are “anh/chi”; and father/mother’s younger
sister/brother’s children are called “em” no matter how old they are. Cousins, in
English culture, address each other by first names. Thus, they are equal in
communication. In Vietnamese culture, they are not. As mentioned in Chapter
II, Vietnamese culture emphasizes “superior controls junior”, so if a person is a
superior to another, his/her children are also in higher position than the junior’s
ones. This causes a very interesting phenomena which only exists in Vietnamese
culture. An older brother/sister may get married and give birth after his/her
sibling. In this case, the younger sibling’s children are older than the older ones
but they still have to address their bac children as anh/chi. Thus, has may have a
brother who is much younger than him, which is a normal phenomenon in
Vietnamese culture but seems really strange in English.

The previous is just only the basic Vietnamese familial relations system but
there hidden many potential culture-shock situations a foreigner to encounter.
There are more difficulties to overcome since Vietnamese culture attaches much

importance on family history in which there are often more than 3 or 4
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generations. Due to its limitation, this study cannot illustrate all, but is shows the
intricateness of Vietnamese kinship system.

Addressing form is not the hardest cultural barrier that a foreigner has to pass
before integrating into Vietnamese culture but it is the first barrier of all and it
takes time for a foreigner to get used to with one of the most complicated
addressing systems in the world. If a foreigner cannot cope with this barrier, s/he
cannot pass the next, either. Therefore, the obvious conclusion to be drawn is
that a foreigner should have some cues for his/her potential culture-shock in

order not to be disconnected in the new culture.

Cultural Differences
When Communicating

Why didn’t
he shake

Should I
give him

O
O

¥

5.3 Suggestions for Vietnamese and American in Addressing Terms

(For Better Cross-Cultural Communication)

Addressing terms are more than just names—they reflect respect, relationship,
and cultural values. Misuse can lead to awkwardness or even offense, so
understanding the norms of both Vietnamese and American styles can help
avoid misunderstandings and strengthen communication.

For Vietnamese Speakers Communicating with Americans
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1. Use First Names Confidently
- In most situations, Americans prefer and expect first-name usage, even at
work or with elders.
Example: “Hi John” instead of “Mr. John”
- Don’t feel it’s disrespectful—it’s a sign of friendliness and equality.
2. Avoid Kinship Term in English
Using terms like anh, chi, or c6 in English conversations can confuse native
speakers.

Instead, use names or neutral titles: “my teacher,

3. Ask Politely if Unsure

my aunt,” etc.

- Try: “Is it okay if I call you by your first name?”

- This shows thoughtfulness and helps build rapport.
4. Adjust Formality in Emails
Avoid overly formal openings like “Dear Sir/ Madam™ unless it’s a very
formal context. Use “Hi [First Name]” or “Dear [Full Name]” in business
writing.
For American Speakers Communicating with Vietnamese
1. Learn Basis Kinship Terms
Using anh (older brother), chi (older sister), em (younger person) shows
respect.
Try asking, “How should I address you in Vietnamese?”’
2. Don’t Use First Names Too Quickly
Especially with older or more senior people in Vietnam, wait until invited to
use first names.
Start with a title if you know it: Thay (male teacher), Co (female teacher),
Sép (boss).
3. Avoid Using “You” Without Context
In Vietnamese, pronouns are relational and specific “you” becomes anh, chi,

cm.
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Using generic “you” or “he/she” can seem distant or disrespectful in

translation.
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Shared Strategies for Both Cultures

Tip Benefit
Ask how someone prefers to be Shows respect and reduces
addressed confusion
Use names over titles when unsure | Names are usually safer in casual
settings
Be open to correction Mistakes are okay- adjusting
Explain your own norms Builds mutual understanding

Example Dialogue: Vietnamese in U.S

Vietnamese Student: “Hi, Professor. Is it okay if I call you Davis?”

American Professor: “Yes, of course! Just call me Davis we’re pretty informal
here.”

Example Dialogue: American in Vietnam

American Visitor: “Hi, my name’s Jake. How should I address you in
Vietnamese?”

Vietnamese Local: “You can call me chi Mai. I’'m older than you, so “chi” is

polite”

This solution sounds
good now, but what if it
ends up creating more

" 'Sowhat you're saying
is that we need to
consider the long-term

: problems in 10, 20 years?
impact, right?
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PART THREE: CONCLUSION

From all the features of the two addressing systems, the potential culture-shock

and the cure for it mentioned above, the obvious lesson to be drawn i1s that

addressing system is the first cultural barrier to over pass when a sojourner tries

to enter a new culture.

Address forms are a part of greeting and showing power and solidarity for us to

know the relationship between an addresser and an addressee. And addressing

forms are also culturally restricted, so we can expect different societies to devise

different ways of handling the choice of addressing forms. Therefore, addressing

forms play an important role in communication, and the appropriate choice of

addressing forms are helpful for interpersonal relationship.

1. Summary of Key Findings

This study explored the use of addressing terms in Vietnamese and American

cultures, highlighting how cultural values shape communication styles. The

findings show that:

- Vietnamese addressing terms are deeply tied to hierarchy, age, social roles,
and relationships, with heavy reliance on kinship terms.

- American addressing norms favor informality, equality, and individualism,
typically using first names even in professional or cross-generational settings.

- These differences can lead to miscommunication, discomfort, or
unintentional disrespect in cross-cultural interactions if not understood
properly.

2. Cultural Implications

The contrast in addressing terms reflects broader cultural values:

- Vietnamese culture values collectivism, respect for hierarchy, and face-
saving communication.

- American culture promotes individualism, openness, and egalitarian

interaction.
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Understanding these values helps explain why each culture communicates the

way it does, and helps prevent misunderstandings in intercultural settings.

It can be clearly seen the importance of teaching foreign language learners the

differences of Addressing systems used in the two languages. Addressing forms

are always taught in the very beginning of any foreign language book. For

instance, in the textbook “tiéng Viét cho nguoi nudc ngoai” (Nguyén Vin Hué,

2003), basic pronouns such as “t0i, chung ta, anh, chi, 6ng, ba, em, cac ban,”

etc. are put in the first lesson.

It 1s critical for foreign language learners to be taught that depending on

different references of communication, they have to figure out appropriate

addressing forms. Familial, social relations and addressers™ emotion are the

cause of different usage of addressing forms. The same reference but in different

communicating situations may be addressed differently. Thus, teaching learners

how to use

appropriate addressing forms shall create nice conversations and hence, good

relations and positive effects.

3. Practical Suggestions

To bridge cultural gaps:

- Vietnamese speakers should feel confident using first names in American
contexts, while remaining open to explaining their own cultural preferences.

- American speakers can show respect in Vietnamese contexts by using
appropriate titles and being mindful of age-based addressing norms.

Mutual awareness, curiosity, and flexibility are key to effective cross-cultural

communication.

4. Translating implication

According to Y. P. Solodub, “Translation is a creative intellectual activity,

denoting the transmitting of information from a source language into a target

language.

As there are many Vietnamese addressing words that have no equivalent in

English, translating of addressing forms is not only used to emphasize the rules
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of communication in addressing, but also gives clear differences between
English and Vietnamese addressing forms.
There are some following rules to follow when translating Vietnamese
addressing forms into English ones and vice versa.
1. Complying with the social and family hierarchies (e.g.: relation between
parents and children, relation between employers and employees).
2. Paying attention to age, marital status and gender (distinction between
married woman and unmarried woman).
3. Basing on the intimation of human relationship (such as friendship and
neighborhood).
4. Considering the difference of addressing between social and familial
relations.
When translating addressing terms from English into Vietnamese and vice versa,
attention has to be paid to equivalent and none-equivalent of the rules in the
communication in the target language. The translation is relevant to the original
content of text and its culture. Finally, when translating these two languages into
each other, not only the specific culture and the features of the native language
must be analyzed but also the value and culture of the other language are
transmitted.
5. Contribution of the Study
This research contributes to cross-cultural communication studies by:
- Offering a comparative analysis of addressing terms in two distinct cultures.
- Providing practical strategies for avoiding miscommunication.
- Highlighting the importance of language as a reflection of cultural identity.
6. Suggestions for Future Research
- Expanding the study to include other English-speaking cultures (e.g.,
British, Australian) for broader comparison.
- Exploring the impact of globalization and media on changing addressing

norms.
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- Conducting in-depth interviews with bilingual individuals to examine
identity negotiation in communication.
Much information has been shown and discussed in this study. However, there
are countless differences between the two Addressing systems and potential
culture-shock situations caused by the contrasting. Another shortcoming of this
study is that the Vietnamese Addressing system shown is also the standard one.
It has not covered all the addressing form used in different regions of the
country. Therefore, the recommendation for further study is to discuss deeper

into these aspects. For this goal to be done, further research is suggested.
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Survey Questionnaire
Survey on the use of vocatives in communication in different social
relationships between Vietnamese and Americans. (Khao sat vé viéc sir dung
cach xung ho trong giao tiép & cac mdi quan hé xa hoi khac nhau giira nguoi
Vié¢t va nguoi My).

I am currently doing a survey for my research titled: ""An American-
Vietnamese cross-cultural study on the use of addressing terms in
communication and some potential cultural differences".

This survey aims to collect people's opinions and data on the use of personal
pronouns in communication in different social relationships.

All information you provide will be used for research purposes and is
completely confidential. We look forward to your cooperation and sincere
feedback!

Please choose and tick your answers

Thank you kindly!

Hién t61 dang thyc hién mot cude khao sat cho nghién ctru cia minh c6 ti€u

dé: "Nghién ciru giao thoa vin héa My-Viét vé cach sir dung cac thuit ngir
xung hd trong giao tiép va mét so6 khac biét vin héa tiém an".

Cudc khéo sat nay nham muc dich thu thap y kién va dit liéu cua moi nguoi vé
viéc sir dung dai tir nhan xung trong giao tiép & cac mdi quan hé xa hoi khac
nhau.

Moi thong tin ban cung cép s& duoc st dung cho muc dich nghién ctru va hoan
toan bao mat. Ching t6i mong mudn nhan duoc su hop tac va phan hdi chan
thanh cua ban!

Xin chan thanh cam on!
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1.How old are you?

(Ban bao nhiéu tudi?)

19 and under (19 va duéi 19 tudi)
20-29

30-39

39-40

[ over 40 (trén 40 tudi)

2.Gender?

(Gi6i tinh?)

1 Male

1 Female

O O O

3. What do you usually call your teacher?

] (Ban thuong goi giao vién cua minh la gi?)

] By their title and last name (theo chirc danh va ho)

[ By their full name (theo tén day du ciia ho)

[ By their first name only (chi bang tén ctia ho)

(] Miss-Mr (Thay-C6)

4. How do you address your friends in daily conversation

(Ban xung ho véi ban bé nhu thé ndo trong cudc trd chuyén hang ngay)
"] By their first name (theo tén cua ho)

By a nick name (theo biét danh)

Using slang terms (st dung tiéng 16ng "dude","bro","may","tao")

By using respectful or affectionate (bang cach ton trong hodc triu mén)

N I R N R B

What would you call your adoptive parents?

(Ban s& goi cha me nudi cia minh nhu thé nao?)

] Mom/Dad (B6/me)

'] By their first name (theo tén cua ho)

"I By formal titles (theo chirc danh cd/chi/bac)

'] By kinship terms in local language (theo tir ngit dia phuong "Ba/M4"
"Duong/Thim")

6. How do you usually address someone when you meet them for the first time?

(Ban thudng xung ho thé nao véi ai d6 khi gip ho 1an dau tién?)

'] By their title and last name (theo chirc danh va ho)
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[ By their full name (theo tén day du ctia ho)
[ By their first name only (chi bang tén cta ho)
"] Using polite or respectful terms (Str dung céc thuit ngir lich su hodc ton
trong)
7. How often do you use formal addressing terms when speaking to your bosses
(who is younger, older or nearly same age as you)? (Ban c6 thuong sur dung
cach xung ho trang trong khi noi chuyén véi sép khong? (ngudi tré hon, 16n tudi
hon hodc gan bang tudi ban?)
Always (luon luon)

Often (thuong xuyén)

0
0
'] Sometimes (thinh thoang)
[ Rarely (hiém khi)
] Never (khong bao gio)
8. How often do you use formal addressing terms when speaking to your
neighbors (who is younger, older or nearly same age as you)?
(Ban c¢6 thuong str dung cach xung ho trang trong khi néi chuyén véi hang x6m
khong? (ngudi tré hon, 16n tudi hon hodc gan bang tudi ban?)

Always (luon luon)

Often (thuong xuyén)

[l
]
"] Sometimes (thinh thoang)
[ Rarely (hiém khi)

] Never (khong bao gio)

9. How often do you use formal addressing terms when speaking to your
Colleagues (who is younger, older or nearly same age as you)?

(Ban co6 thuong sir dung cach xung ho trang trong khi noi chuyén véi dong
nghiép khong? (nguoi tré hon, 16n tudi hon hoic gan bang tudi ban?)

"] Always (luoén luon)

Often (thuong xuyén)

Sometimes (thinh thoang)

Rarely (hiém khi)

Never (khong bao gio)

O O O O
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