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Abstract 
 

Traditionally, agreements were reached in face-to-face communication, but with the rapid 
development of technology and new media, the business environment has changed. Now, more 
than ever, firms operate on a virtual arena to function efficiently in a global, competitive 
environment. When negotiating on a global stage, the expectations, motives, and perceptions of 
negotiators are affected by culturally distinctive underlying values. These dissimilarities are 
mirrored in the modality, information is en-and decoded in cross-cultural bargaining. But most 
importantly language, “a culturally charged set of symbols for representing the world” [1], 
impacts the way international negotiators communicate with each other.  

 
An international negotiation simulation was conducted on a sample of 105 business 

students. The results show the impact of culture in Instant Messaging (IM) negotiations. The 
study evaluates the viability of publicly accessible translation software in international online 
business negotiations, and suggests that the service is a feasible medium when communicating 
across languages.  

 
Introduction 

 
With businesses going global, individuals and organizations from different countries and 

cultures are facing each other in negotiations [2]. This paper reflects culture as the concept of 
“collective mental programming” [3]. Citing Adler [2], culture is expressed through values a 
particular group of people holds, impacting attitudes and behavior, and eventually closing the 
circle by affecting the culture itself through varying and changing behavioral patterns and the 
considerations of what is appropriate.  

Research indicates that, depending on the culture, parties bring different perceptions and 
expectations to the negotiation table, resulting in different strategies and tactics used, and 
impacting the success and the outcome [4]. Findings by the authors suggested that mono-cultural 
negotiations are more likely to result in joint gains as compared to cross-cultural bargaining. 
Furthermore, the modality, information is en-and decoded in cross-cultural bargaining sessions, 
mirrors the cultural dissimilarities. Most importantly language, “a culturally charged set of 
symbols for representing the world” [1], impacts the way international negotiators communicate 
with each other. When negotiating across cultures communicators are advised to use qualified 
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interpreters in order to facilitate intercultural bargaining and reduce the likelihood of linguistic 
deal breakers [5]. But due to the complexity of languages, the noise of the intermediary, and the 
filtering of information, interpretation is seldom a replica of the delivered message [1, 6]. The 
impact of interpretation is the focus of the study. Only a limited amount of research, so far, has 
addressed the impact of interpreters in international negotiations. To take it a step further, we 
implement a translation service while negotiating via IM (instant messaging). The publicly 
accessible and free translation tool of Google lays the foundation of studying interpretation 
technology in multi-lingual negotiations. We aim to illuminate the implications of an IM-
bargaining environment on the communication process, and we explore the impact of using an 
online translator in cross-cultural and virtual negotiations. 

 
Theoretical frameworks and hypotheses 

  
Media richness is described as a key factor attributing to success or failure of bargaining. 

The capacity for feedback, the variety of language, utilizing communication channels, and a 
personal perspective in particular, have been identified as enriching the information processing 
of a communication medium [7, 8]. Examining the fit between the level of media richness 
necessary for a particular organizational task and the information richness capability of a 
respective communication medium, computer-based text systems were defined as a good fit for 
brainstorming and generating ideas, but as a channel too constrained for resolving conflicts [8, 
9]. Yet, for many businesses, communicating online has become indispensable [10], including 
for negotiating and resolving conflict of interests. Parallel to media richness, the efficiency of 
media has been found to impact the course and outcome of negotiations [11]. A crucial 
difference between communicating online versus face-to-face is the lack of non-verbal cues and 
signals, as well as the delayed flow of information, that may cause misreading of delivered 
messages [12]. In other studies, the absence of social cues was found to result in more equal 
participation and efficiency, resulting in significantly more equal outcomes as compared to face-
to-face negotiations [13, 14]. Barsness & Bhappu [15] found that lean media encouraged 
information sharing, but caused negotiators to focus on self-interests and an emphasis of the 
distributive perspective when negotiating virtually. Purdy, Nye, & Balakrishnan [16] supported 
this point of view to conclude that media richness affected both, negotiator perspective and the 
satisfaction of the parties. At the same time other researchers report contrary findings. Croson 
[14] was able to show that computer-mediated bargaining1

 

 created a higher likelihood of arriving 
at an anticipated win-win solution compared to face-to-face negotiating. In sum, the results of 
research with regard to media richness and its impact on the negotiation process are ambivalent, 
and warrant further investigation. 

To take it a step further, we combine electronic negotiation with the use of translation. 
The key concept in our study is the evaluation of interpreters in international negotiations. Based 
on their cultural background, translation specialists decode and encode the information 
differently. Furthermore, the nuances in languages make it harder to exactly replicate the given 
information into the second language [1]. In order to efface the personality impacts and the noise 
of the interpreter in international business negotiations, translation software was chosen as a 
potential alternative to communicate across cultures and languages. The following concepts are 
brought into proposed relationships with translation services. Given the limited amount of 
                                                 
1 In this particular simulation, negotiators used email as their mode of communication. 
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research on interpreters, the hypotheses are derived from findings in previous research with 
regard to the concepts of tension, trust, credibility, and negotiator’s satisfaction in online 
negotiations. 

 
Webster’s Dictionary defines tension as “a state of strained relations and an uneasiness 

caused by mutual hostility” [17, p.1476]. Tension, as a concept, is interrelated with many other 
“felt” psychological states [18]. The literature defines tension within the psychological effects 
that influence individuals when negotiating [19]. Anger, related to tension, is a negative emotion, 
which tends to put negotiators into a distributive perspective, increasing the competitive attitude 
of participants, and more likely resulting in a win-lose scenario [20]. Anger seems to obscure 
creativity of negotiating parties and thus decrease the likelihood of a win-win solution. The 
reduced richness of media in online-communication can increase the level of frustration, trigger 
emotional responses, and enhance the felt level of tension [21]. Especially, when email is the 
chosen mode of communication, the lack of immediate response and feedback increases the level 
of tension [22]. With the translation service being an additional level, we assume the level of 
tension, negotiators are experiencing in an IM session, to increase. 

 
Hypothesis 1:

 

 Using translation will be associated with higher levels of tension experienced by 
the negotiators in virtual cross-cultural negotiations.  

Similar to the level of tension, we assume that trust is shaped by the negotiation 
environment. Naquin and Paulson [10] documented significantly lower levels of pre- as well as 
post-negotiation trust in participants communicating online when compared to participants who 
bargained exclusively face-to-face. The research was based on the perspective of Rousseau, 
Sitkin, Burt, and Camerer [23], who defined trust as “a psychological state comprising the 
intention to accept vulnerability based upon positive expectations of the intentions or behaviors 
of another” (p. 395). With Citera et al. [24] email-negotiators made a higher recommendation of 
dishonesty in future virtual negotiations. As Lewicki et al [25] indicate, trust is impacted by 
situational factors such as the ability to communicate, and has an impact on the strategies that 
negotiators use, with negotiators focusing on more integrative strategies with higher trust. When 
adding the additional layer of translation, we assume the level of trust to decrease. 
 
Hypothesis 2:

 

 The translation service will negatively impact trust in virtual cross-cultural 
negotiations. 

Trust relies on the credibility of the negotiators. Self- as well as partner-credibility impact 
the likelihood and the timeline of building trust in negotiations. Citera, Beauregard, & Mitsuya 
[24] studied the impact of the communication environment on the levels of negotiator-credibility. 
The researchers compared the credibility of the parties involved in e-negotiations to those 
bargaining face-to-face to find, that negotiators in an email environment ascribed lower 
credibility to their counterparts. Interestingly, these negotiators also reported themselves as less 
credible compared to face-to-face negotiators [24]. In another integrative bargaining simulation 
Stuhlmacher and Citera [26] compared the credibility of the parties involved in e-negotiations, 
and evaluated effectiveness of negotiations based on the displayed behavior of parties and the 
objective bargaining outcomes. This study supported the psychological distance theory, with 
face-to-face negotiations being less hostile and resulting in higher profit when compared to 
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virtual negotiation settings. Referring back to our discussions on media richness and tension, we 
believe that the lack of richness in virtual communications increases negotiator tension and 
reduces their own perceived self-credibility in negotiations.  

 
Hypothesis 3: Negotiators using Google translator will report a negative impact of this service 
on self-credibility in virtual cross-cultural negotiations. 
Hypothesis 4: 

 

Negotiators using Google translator will report a positive impact of this service on 
the perceived credibility of the counterpart in virtual cross-cultural negotiations. 

The concept of satisfaction has previously been shown to be an important outcome of 
negotiations, especially when contrasting virtual communication with face-to-face bargaining 
[22]. Naquin and Paulson [10] found that virtual negotiators felt less desire for future interactions 
compared to face-to-face negotiators. The researchers identified significant differences in the 
subjective perception of negotiation outcomes. Even so the outcomes didn’t differ momentously 
from an objective economic perspective; participants who bargained via email reported lower 
confidence in their performance and were less satisfied with their outcomes in the simulation 
[10]. Giordano et al. [22] contrasted instant messaging with face-to-face bargaining and found 
the opposite; satisfaction was significantly higher in IM-negotiation situations. We assume that 
in a virtual environment, lower levels of trust will result in reduced disclosure of important 
information. Since information exchange is critical when trying to “expand the pie” and 
creatively reach an integrative solution, a lower level of trust will cause a more distributive 
perspective and a win-lose attitude with communicators negotiating online. This, in turn, will 
decrease the level of satisfaction for individuals engaged in computer-mediated bargaining. 

 
Hypothesis 5:

 

 The use of the translator will impact the level of satisfaction when negotiating 
across cultures in virtual negotiations.  

Procedures for collecting data 
 

Data was collected from experiments conducted with business students at a west coast 
university in the United States. One hundred and five students participated in the negotiation 
experiment, with a fairly even distribution of undergraduate (58) and MBA-students (47). The 
age of participants ranged from 20 to 55 years, with an average of 26.61 and a median of 25 
years. With regard to demographics there were 59 female students and 46 male participants. 

 

The 
participants were randomly assigned to their communication counterparts. Since we used 
students from the same campus, who knew each other from class settings, it was crucial to 
consider two aspects. First, we selected a neutral denotation for the Google ID in order to keep 
the counterparts identity anonymous. Second, instead of the first and last name, entered as 
information when creating the account, we used a neutral designation. Google Mail accounts 
were created for all participants; the chat feature enabled us to set up the online negotiation 
simulation.  

The first simulation was the negotiation of a price for “The Used Car” [27]. The second 
simulation was based on the “Pakistani Prunes” exercise, developed by Lewicki & Minton [27]. 
Negotiations were conducted in English and German. The latter has been chosen due to several 
aspects: first of all, one of the authors is a native German language speaker, making it easier to 
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analyze the content of the chat communication. Second, German has the same linguistic pattern 
as English. This enabled the participants to use the service of Google translator in a familiar way 
on all computers without any technical adaptation.  

 
Measures 

To study the impact of the translator in the negotiation simulation, we conducted a 
preliminary mono-lingual negotiation session when all participants negotiated online in English, 
using the Google chat feature. Students would then respond to our survey questions on the 
impact of translator on their second negotiation. Data obtained after the mono-lingual negotiation 
are defined as pre-translator variables, which are compared to the outcomes in the second set of 
data after the cross-cultural negotiation. Table 1 lists the variables of the study, indicating 
Cronbach’s α for each of them. All α-values are acceptable, indicating that the scales were 
reliable. 

 
Table 1. Variables of the study 

 
   CROSS-CULTURAL  

NEGOTIATION 
Variable Items Scale Reliability (Cronbach’s α) 
Tension  10 7-point Likert .935 
Trust 12 5-point Likert .834 
Self-credibility 3 6-point Likert .949 
Partner-Credibility 3 6-point Likert .962 
Satisfaction 4 5-point Likert .924 

 
The variables of trust, tension, partner-and self-credibility, and satisfaction were assessed 

in a post-negotiation survey. Tension was measured by a version of the Stress Response 
Inventory, previously adapted and validated [28; 22]. To assess the level of Trust individuals had 
in their counterpart, we used an adapted version of the Organizational Trust Inventory-Short 
Form (OTI-SF), validated statistically by Cummings & Bromiley [29]. We slightly modified the 
version of Naquin and Paulson [10] to be appropriately phrased for student participants and to 
avoid any potential misunderstanding. Credibility, both self-and partner, was measured based on 
three items for each variable [24]. We reduced the 7-point Likert-scale used by Citera et al. [24] 
to 6-points in order to avoid confusion with too fine shades of answers. To measure negotiator 
satisfaction, we included four items, addressing the agreement, the expectations prior to the 
simulations, the performance during the negotiation, and the outcome. The variable was created 
based on the satisfaction measure previously used and validated by Naquin & Paulson [10]. 

 
Results 

 
 Based on a pre- and post-translator analysis, we evaluated the extent to which the 

independent variable “use of Google translator” impacted the course and the outcome of the 
simulations. In the second session the dyads communicated using Google translator either in 
English or in German; everything else was held constant. Due to these experimental controls we 
assumed that changes in measure of the variables will be a result of using the translation service. 
In the post-experimental survey after the cross-cultural negotiation we asked the participants 
about their perceived impact the translator had on the information accuracy and honesty at both 
sides of the table. Participants clearly expressed, that all four aspects (honesty and information 
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accuracy of counterpart and self) have been impacted. In order to evaluate the felt difference, the 
question should be altered to include the direction of the impact.  

 
Furthermore, we conducted paired-sample t-tests in order to measure the differences and 

the effective impact of the translator. The pairs consisted of the variables data measured in the 
mono-lingual online simulation and data for the same variables, measured after the cross-cultural 
negotiation session. 
 
Table 2. Paired Sample Tests - Results 

 
     Paired Differences    
Variable Mean 

Sim1 
S.D. Mean 

Sim2 
S.D. Mean S.D. T df Sig. 

(2-tailed) 
          
Tension 2.429 1.260 2.359 1.247  .0700 1.327 .527 99 .599 
Trust 2.885  .698 3.555  .731 -.669  .758 -8.827 99 .000 
Comfort 3.466 - 3.550  .941 -8.666 1.002 -.865 99 .389 
Self-credibility 4.533 1.122 4.720 1.021 -1.866 1.370 -1.362 99 .176 
Partner-credibility 3.890 1.227 4.340 1.140 -.457 1.204 -3.793 99 .000 
Satisfaction 3.270 .983 3.495  .985 -.225 1.229 -1.831 99 .070 
N = 100; The T-Test confidence interval was set at 95%. 
 
Hypothesis 1 is not supported by the t-test. Although the mean level of tension decreased 

during the cross-cultural negotiations, the change was not significant. Quite the opposite was 
found to be true for the impact on trust. The results support Hypothesis 2, proposing the 
translator’s affect on the likelihood of building trust during negotiations [t = -8.827; p < .000]. 
The level of trust was clearly higher when using the translator and communicating in the own 
language. More than one third of the variability here can be assigned to the use of the translator. 

 
We reject Hypothesis 3, the affect of Google translator on self-credibility, due to weak 

significance in the paired-sample t-test. Without evaluating other factors, we assumed that the 
self-credibility stays constant and is independent from the use of translation services and the 
communication in a foreign language. Even so 26% of participants reported an “observable”, and 
34% of negotiators a “very much” impact on their honesty, the t-test provides no statistical 
evidence for this statement. The perceived impact of the translator on the accuracy of 
information delivered, was reported to be even higher (for 42% impact felt “observable, even 
30% defined the impact as “very much), the test results were insignificant. 

 
According to Hypothesis 4, participants reported a high impact of the translator on the 

perceived information accuracy and honesty of their counterpart. The paired-sample t-test 
supports this hypothesis and the perception of the negotiators [t = -3.793 p < .000]. In this 
particular case the translator increased the perceived credibility of the counterpart.  Weaker, but 
still significant, was the result for H5, satisfaction [t = -1.831, p < .070]. Our suggestions, the 
translator impacts the satisfaction of communicators when negotiating across cultures, is 
supported. 

 
Discussion and implication for future research 
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The main focus of the study was to assess the impact of interpretation in cross-cultural 
negotiations. As new means of communication emerge, we tested the impact of online 
negotiation software in cross-cultural negotiations of German-American dyads.  

A critical assumption was made in this study: the protocol was held constant for the two 
simulations; despite the negotiation task, the translation service was the only factor changed in 
the cross-cultural session. For this reason, any changes when analyzing the pre- and post-
translator results for the dependent variables can be awarded to the impact of the translator.  

 
In three out of five variables, the effect of communicating in different languages via 

Google translator was proven to be statistically significant. Tension and self-credibility were not 
affected by the use of a translation medium; on the contrary, trust, partner-credibility, and 
satisfaction show significant mean differences when pairing the pre- and post-translator samples. 
Contrary to our expectations, participants experienced a fairly low level of tension, with M= 
2.439 [SD = 1.247] for the first bargaining, and M 

 

=2.383[SD = 1.2583] in the second session. In 
both cases, tension was reported in the lower half of the rating scale. Furthermore, the paired-
sample t-test suggests the means of the variable in the first session not to be significantly 
different to the average level of tension in the cross-cultural session. We assume the low level of 
tension to be caused to some extent by the participants being part of the “virtual generation”. 
With a mean of 2.81 and a median of 3, participants indicate that up to 40% of their typical 
communications are done via IM chats. In addition, we expected to see higher levels of tension 
during the cross-cultural simulation, due to the new layer of communication: the translator. The 
data suggest otherwise. The level of tension decreases slightly but statically insignificant in the 
cross-cultural simulation. The change of the level of tension cannot be awarded exclusively to 
the impact of the translator. We assume that the “familiarity” with the counterpart impacted the 
second set of data. The composition of the dyads was kept constant during the two simulations. 
Entering the second session, negotiators were familiar with the counterpart; they may have 
established relationship and trust already, which overshadowed the process and outcomes of the 
cross-cultural simulation. In order to obtain qualitative data in both cases, the composition of the 
dyads is recommended to be changed after the first simulation. Preferably, the sample size 
should be big enough to define four distinct groups as the basis for a 2x2 factor analysis, with 
mono-cultural negotiation in culture 1(group 1), mono-cultural negotiation in culture 2 (group 2), 
cross-cultural negotiation not using translator and communication in English (group 3), and 
cross-cultural negotiation with the translation service and communication in mother’s tongue 
(group 4). 

When comparing the two sessions, trust significantly increases in the cross-cultural 
simulation. Holding everything else constant, we suggest the change of trust being due to the 
used interpreter. At the same time an assumption is created that the familiarity with the 
counterpart has affected the trust variable as well. Although the t-test indicates a statistically 
significant change of means, the refinement of the study and an increased sample size is 
necessary to strengthen this finding. Furthermore, the participants just pretended to be German, 
and even when negotiating as Americans, the cultural diversity of the group impacted the 
findings. When conducting the simulation with “authentic” participants in the global 
marketplace, we still assume the trust to increase when using translation services. Even when 
particular cultures are different, communicating in the mother’s tongue through the use of 
interpretation might potentially increase the likelihood of building trust. Based on Evans’ 
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“similarity Hypothesis” [30] we assume that the translator might bring the two communicating 
cultures closer together than they actually are. Evans states that similarity in a dyad increases the 
likelihood of a favorable outcome. The ability to send and receive messages in the mother’s 
tongue is assumed to impact a variety of factors, ranging from tension and trust, to outcomes, 
satisfaction, and the desire of future negotiations. Trust is an influential factor, especially in 
international and integrative bargaining simulations. The variable should be evaluated further, 
when studying the impact of language and culture in bargaining.  

 
Based on the pre-post analysis, partner-credibility signals a slightly weaker but still 

significant impact of Google translator and the cross-cultural environment. Reconsidering and 
analyzing the items of trust and partner-credibility, the latter seems to be just a smaller version of 
the trust scale. Thus, in the development of the study, partner-credibility might be omitted to 
decrease the length of the questionnaire. 

 
Besides the focus on the variables, we reviewed the transcripts of the chat sessions. The 

content analysis indicated a fairly accurate translation of short and precise messages in a simple 
structure; longer passages got distorted through the inaccurate transformation of the grammatical 
pattern. The translation was based on the grammar structure of the original language and the 
pattern was imposed on the translated language. Both parties in all the simulation dyads were 
able to get their message across and reach an agreement, but the question remains on how many 
information got lost and distorted during the process. The majority of given feedback identified 
the inaccuracy of translation as a potential deal breaker. Since the participants actually didn’t 
speak German, they were not able to evaluate if the translated message encoded the information 
in exact the way the negotiators intended it to do. Participants’ pretending to be German is a 
clear limitation to the study. This aspect resulted in a double translation on both sides, which is 
assumed to distort the information even more. Feedback, for the most part, mirrored Google 
translator as an interesting and very helpful tool when communicating across languages. But the 
insecurity with regard to accuracy of interpretation would keep the participants to use the tool in 
real-world business negotiations. 

 
With this study we intended to lay the groundwork for analyzing the viability of publicly 

accessible translation software such as Google translator. We can conclude from this study that 
the translator was successfully used to communicate in a cross-cultural and bilingual 
environment, assisting the negotiators to reach an agreement. The pre-and post analysis suggest 
that the translator increased level of trust and partner credibility, and resulted in statistical 
significant higher levels of satisfaction. Our analysis and findings are exclusively based on 
Google translator. In order to make general statements about translation software and 
interpretation services, further and extensive research is necessary. 
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