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coding and symbols must be learned and shared. As some of those symbols are nonverbal, it is partially 
through nonverbal messages that we experience the culture.

Some nonverbal messages can be clearly identified with a culture. Min-Sun Kim (1992), for exam-
ple, has demonstrated how the nonverbal messages shown in Korean and U.S. print media advertis-
ing clearly reflect the culture. Culture can be conceptualized as an interrelated system in which each 
aspect of culture is related to other aspects of that culture. For example, it is said that in Europe, body 
language is an important indicator of one’s level of education and good manners, a relationship not 
seen as often in the United States. Many nonverbal messages used in a culture are related to and con-
sistent with other aspects of the culture. In one sense, then, other aspects of a culture are revealed in 
the nonverbal code. In the following case study, consider how the nonverbal wai reflects other aspects 
of the Thai culture.

Case Study: The Wai in Thailand

In Thailand, the wai is a nonverbal gesture used to communicate greeting, bidding farewell, deep 
and sincere respect, and appreciation (Smutkupt & Barna, 1976). The palms of both hands are placed 

together and held vertically slightly under 
the chin followed by a slight head bow, chin 
toward the fingertips. There is no eye con-
tact because the head is bowed. The wai is 
not accompanied by verbal communication. 
Usually the younger person or subordinate 
initiates the wai, and the older person or 
higher ranking person responds with a wai 
as well (Rojjanaprapayon, 1997).

The wai is consistent with other ele-
ments of the Thai culture. Children absorb 
its nuances along with learning the Thai 
spoken language, which has a hierarchy of 
honorific titles and a special language of 
self-debasement to be used when speaking 
to royalty. The first nonverbal teaching the 
Thai child receives is this gesture of obei-
sance. The mother holds her infant, puts its 
palms together between her own, and raises 
the hands to the chin or the forehead—the 
higher the hands, the greater the degree of 
deference. Before the child is taken from the 
house, its hands will be put in the proper 
position to greet guests. When a mother 
takes her child to the temple, she raises its 
palms to pay homage to Buddha. The child 

is constantly directed to wai on every appropriate occasion until it becomes a regular component of 
behavior. Children never fail to wai parents and the family’s elders before leaving for school in the 
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