HCOM 100:  Introduction to Human Communication

Case Study: I Think She Likes Me

Jim Devenue was a systems analyst for an international consulting firm based in New York City. Having studied Spanish as well as computers while in college, he was attracted to this particular consulting firm because of the possibilities for overseas assignments. Jim was still single and felt he had the freedom to relocate at this point in his career. He enjoyed meeting people from different cultures and felt that he was especially sensitive to their feelings and attitudes. He had dated women from several different cultures while he was in college.

After two years in the home office, Jim’s was asked if he would like to be relocated to San José, Costa Rica and serve as assistant manager. Jim jumped at the opportunity and soon found himself at work in the San José office. His work went well and Jim was impressed by the cosmopolitan sophistication of his coworkers. Even though most of the spoke English quite well, they were appreciative of Jim’s willingness to speak in Spanish and many helped him improve his language ability. After several weeks at his new job, Jim was feeling quite comfortable. Although being occasionally upset that people in Costa Rica kept him waiting without giving him reasonable excuses, Jim had established good relations with his coworkers and his clients.

Jim took it as a sign of his success in establishing good rapport with the host nationals when he was invited to a party to celebrate the first communion of his coworker’s son. He happily accepted and queried other coworkers as to what would be an appropriate gift. Because he had not socialized much since arriving in San José, Jim looked forward to the appointed day as an opportunity to meet people outside his office and to make some social contacts.

Jim arrived at the party and found a larger-than-expected fathering of adults and children. He was warmly received by the host and hostess and thanked for his kind gift. Jim was enjoying the pleasant atmosphere of the party and was talking with one of his coworkers when the conversation was joined by an attractive young woman who was introduced as Gabriella Herrera. Jim was immediately attracted to her warm smile and attentive eyes. When his coworker excused himself, Gabriella did not follow, but continued talking with Jim. She stood close to Jim and occasionally touched his arm or shoulder as she asked many questions about his background and his work. When Jim reciprocated these casual touches, Gabriella did not pull away or seem bothered by his intimacy. Jim was getting the distinct impression that she was as attracted to him as he was to her. He was about to ask her for a date when the host joined them and said, “Ah! I see you have met Señora Herrera.” Jim tried to mask his surprise at learning that she was married but wondered how good a job he had done. He breathed a sigh of relief that he had not embarrassed himself by asking her out but was left wondering if he had been purposely misled or had misread her feelings about him.

Discussion Questions:

1. Do you think Jim was purposefully misled?

2. Why did he have the impression that Gabriella was attracted to him?

3. What are some cultural explanations for this misunderstanding?

4. What individual differences may have contributed to the cultural differences that were behind the misunderstanding?
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