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Other countries 

such as 

Norway and 

Italy focus 

more on ‘being’ 

where family 

and consensus 

are prioritised. 

What are the 8 causes of cross-cultural 
mis-communication and how can we 
avoid them?

As business leaders, coaches and mentors we are working in an 
increasingly remote and multicultural environment. This means that 
it is vitally important for us to consider the effect of our own cultural 
influences on the dealing we have with others.  It is necessary to 
reflect on and voice, cultural bias and possible misconceptions early 
on in any relationship.  

Cultural Values
When working for a Norwegian company early in my career, I was 
astounded by the way they quickly forged strong networks and 
relationships. How they managed to have a wonderful work/life balance 
and live ‘in the moment’ This was way before we started to talk about work/
life balance in the UK. I learnt a great deal about working collaboratively 
and the importance of lasting relationships in both life and business. 
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I now understand this is because there are some countries who have more of a ‘doing’ culture such as the USA 
and Germany where actions and individuals are valued. Other countries such as Norway and Italy focus more 
on ‘being’ where family and consensus are prioritised. 

When I later went to live in a slightly remote area of Switzerland I was confused by the, in my mind, strict rules 
imposed when setting up a new business. I was unfamiliar with the resistance and cultural bias I came up 
against and this caused me considerable stress. 

Research
According to research from the Cultural Intelligence 
Centre 2008, in the UK we have a higher tolerance to 
ambiguity and risk than the Swiss. As a foreigner living 
and working in their country I slowly realised I needed to 
learn more about their cultural norms and to adapt. I had 
to take into consideration their cultural values and way 
of ‘being’ if I was to succeed.  It was also an educational 
journey for all concerned as in time they understood 
and welcomed the new ideas I had suggested.  

What I was offering at that time was new to the Swiss 
and they were unfamiliar with the way attitudes and 
business processes were changing.  I needed to be 
concise and clear in the way I presented my ideas. I 
constantly reminded myself that I had come from a 
more liberal society, where new ideas were more readily 
accepted. 

Later when working in Vietnam, Taiwan, Poland and 
Turkey I also had to adapt and be open and honest 
about how we could build strong relationships while 
doing business together. 

In Taiwan and Vietnam for example, high value is placed 
on status, task and accomplishment. I was therefore 
aware of possible areas of conflict and gender bias. 
I further understood that my ideas may not be taken 
seriously by those in authority. Only after I had built 
trust by learning about their culture, demonstrating 
my sensitivity and sharing my knowledge openly and 
without ego, was I able to win their respect.

The above experiences and exposure to a variety 
of cultures have shaped the way I do business 
internationally. 

As a leadership coach I feel it is my mission and 
purpose to support others who may not have had the 
rich experience I have been privileged to enjoy. 

As a foreigner living and 

working in their country 

I slowly realised I needed 

to learn more about their 

cultural norms and to 

adapt.
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How effective 

deep listening, 

acceptance of 

differences 

and speaking 

from the heart 

is so essential.

Mis-communication is caused when there’s a failure to discuss openly about both differences and similarities. 
Doing this will help build trust and bridge the gaps in both knowledge and understanding.  It will increase 
confidence and create an atmosphere of collaboration. 

A lack of respectful language and to ensure we and they are not making assumptions. We can do this by 
frequently checking understanding; then remaining respectful of possible different language interference, 
values, beliefs and world views.   

One of the most powerful ways for working cross culturally is to speak from the heart and to stay truly present 
and authentic.  The multi-national team coaches I supervise are encouraged to focus on the positive energy 
they bring to their interactions. Understand how effective deep listening, acceptance of differences and 
speaking from the heart is so essential.  

If we do not consider how putting judgements aside and taking time to 
prepare ourselves for meetings is crucial to greater understanding. Failing 
to find an open and trusting space where real insights emerge.  These 
elements are even more essential when working with different team 
cultures and unconscious bias.  

It is amazing how many assumptions we make. Sharing David Grove’s 
Clean language (see ‘Coaching Skills for Leaders in the Workplace’ 
Chapter 11) ensures misunderstandings and assumptions are kept  
to a minimum.

It is highly respectful and enables teams to bring greater clarity to their 
communications. www.coach4executives.com/books 
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Also not considering the pitfalls of remote leadership with international teams and to discuss how to be 
clear, tolerant and flexible yet still able to meet expectations.  Asking open questions such as: What needs to 
happen for us to get clarity? What resources do you need from us? What would enable these deadlines to be 
met? How can we best support you going forward? What else is necessary for us to …..?

Failure to consider how to have a good understanding of the possible stressful elements of working with 
teams who come from a different cultural background. We need to be mindful of the confusion different 
forms of communication present, such as email, Zoom and skype.  Noticing differences of style and delivery 
ensuring you adapt accordingly.  

Visible
• Gestures

• Facial expressions

• Body language

• Eye contact

• Dress code

• Mannerisms

Assumed
• Cultural norms

• Stereotypes

• Past experience

• Media and grapevine

• Language

•  Voice tone, pace and stress 
patterns

•  Understanding of self and 
others

Hidden
• Meaning & interpretation

• Cultural norms & traditions

• Religious beliefs

• Core values

• Accepted behaviour

•  Attitudes to time/deadlines, 
business processes, meetings 
and discussions

Finally when working cross-culturally we need to take all the cultural aspects into consideration, looking at 
those which are visible, assumed and hidden these are:

Manner, mind-set, values, beliefs, rituals, religion, laws (written and unwritten) Innovation, customs, 
ceremonies, social institutions, myths and legends, attitudes, and accepted/no-accepted behaviours.

 
Culture

Purpose Environment

People 
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In summary here are the eight ways to avoid  Cross-Cultural Mis-Communication

❶
	  Always help them to start the relationship by sharing what unconscious bias they bring to the table – 

be a role model, reflect on and share yours

❷
	  Inquire openly about possible personal baggage,  

conflict or assumptions 

❸	
	  Be curious about their way of doing things and what may not be culturally obvious or spoken about 

and share it. Challenge unacceptable behaviour in self and others

❹	
	  When communicating agree timing, boundaries and in each situation consider cultural norms that 

may affect the meetings

❺	
	  Coach yourself and them to start from a place of acceptance and tolerance of the different ways of 

working and accepted behaviours

❻	
	  Ask them: ”What needs to happen for us to trust and work well together?” then really listen to the 

response and act on it

❼	
	  Then ask: “Is there anything else?” & “What kind of xxx is that?”  “Please explain why this is 

important to you?” Use further open questions until you reach greater clarity and understanding

❽	
	  Do everything possible to challenge assumptions, be tolerant, flexible and open to change. Be 

prepared to work outside your comfort zone and willing to compromise 

All the above strategies will enable leaders and coaches to support both individuals and teams in an 
increasingly remote and international environment.  

Further reading and highly recommended:
“The Cross-Cultural Coaching Kaleidoscope” A systems Approach to Coaching Amongst Different Cultural 
Influences By Jennifer Plaister-Ten Published by Karnac

“The Cultural Intelligence Difference”  by David Livermore 
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Who Jackie Helps
Senior Executives Leaders, HRD, HR Business Partners, CEOs, HODs, 
Organisations with 1000+ employees working internationally & cross 
culturally.

Industries she works in: 
Banking, Finance, Insurance, Aviation, IT, Engineering, Retail, Higher 
Education, NHS, Private Health Care, The Arts, Media, B2B.

How Jackie supports leaders:
•  Improve cross-cultural communication through improved understanding 

of cultural diversity & biases

•  Create strong relationships, reduce stress & overwhelm

•  Manage conflict, communication & engagement within teams

•  Empower others using Strength Scope facilitation

•  Effectively delegate & understand how to develop people from different 
cultures & backgrounds

•  Improve your leadership skills & behaviours

•  Increase awareness, mindfulness & emotional intelligence through NLP 
& EI strategies

•  Manage the boss, improve strategic and effective planning through 
Strength Scoping

•  Give presentations that stand out & resonate

•  Lead engaging meetings, speak to boards with ease

•  Receive specific mentoring skills to successfully lead when working 
remotely & cross-culturally.

Proof Jackie Helps
“Jackie’s breadth of knowledge of all things coaching was clear. She 
made detailed learning fun & enjoyable to the benefit of coach, client 
& organisation alike.” Peter Day, Head of Service Development. Southern 
Housing Group

“Jackie’s approach is to fully support the SPIRIT Leadership Coaching 
Programme. I highly recommend her for implementation of coaching 
&/or mentoring programmes.” Caroline Bryant, Learning, Development & 
HR Projects

Your Next Step
For Cross-Cultural Training and Coaching when working internationally...

Book your FREE 30-min coaching taster session with Jackie. 
Or call +44 (0)1903 756 186 to discuss your needs.
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