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INTRODUCTION

The predominant lingua franca for technical communication has become English in
international collaboration. This is because companies are going multinational and expanding
to cross boundaries with various teams who hail from diverse cultural and linguistic
backgrounds. Discussions, knowledge sharing, and coordinating complex technical efforts
become facilitated with English. While English provides a common language for global
communication, its widespread use presents significant challenges, particularly when team
members possess varying degrees of proficiency and come from diverse linguistic and
cultural contexts.

These challenges are particularly pronounced in technical communication, where precision,
clarity, and shared understanding are paramount. The use of English in technical settings
often involves specialized jargon, industry-specific terminology, and intricate concepts that
may not translate seamlessly across cultures. Moreover, regional expressions, idiomatic
phrases, and communication styles unique to particular cultures can create additional barriers
to effective communication. These linguistic and cultural differences can lead to
misinterpretations, delays in project timelines, and even errors in technical documentation or
code, which undermine the efficiency of multinational teams.

Such diverse environments and complexities in using English as a common language
necessitate careful consideration and inclusion of the elements that will ensure good
communication. Therefore, not only do improvements in language proficiency facilitate
addressing such challenges but also cultivate cultural awareness, sensitivity, and adaptation in
the practices of communication. Herein, the effect of linguistic diversity on technical
communication must be understood in order to foster more effective, collaborative, and
inclusive global teams.

PROBLEM

The problem lies in the challenges of using English as a common language in multinational
teams, where cultural nuances, regional idioms, and varying levels of proficiency can lead to
miscommunication. This linguistic diversity often hampers effective technical collaboration,
creating confusion and inefficiencies in the work process.
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DISCLAIMER: The following case is a fictionalised narrative with data and references to
real-life situations.

CASE : Clara's Struggle with Multinational Collaboration

Clara was an outstanding software developer from Brazil. She was really excited to be part of
a global team in a leading multinational tech company. The project she was working on was
ambitious and groundbreaking, and she was looking forward to working with engineers from
India, designers from France, project managers from the United States, and quality assurance
specialists from China. However, Clara rapidly found that the buzz of the project came with
challenges she had not initially anticipated-these challenges far exceeded merely technical
considerations.

The team communicated in English, a language Clara was fluent in but had only learned at
school. Clara could engage in casual conversations without any problems, but professional
technical English in this context was a different matter. Clara immediately noticed the great
diversity in language use during her very first virtual team meeting. When Rajesh, an
engineer from India, would say "do the needful" or "kindly revert," she hadn't heard anything
like that before. She knew what was meant but it was hard for her to be clear whether these
words were standard usage in a professional setting or regional variation within English.

The French designer, Sophie, used idiomatic expressions such as "let's not put the cart before
the horse," which, though English in idiom and origin, confused Clara when trying to
understand their context in the discussion. Sophie had an accent as well, and some of the
points she was making regarding aspects of the design that Clara was uninformed about were
hard to follow. Michael, the project manager from the United States, was not helpful either.
He spoke too fast, and his corporate jargon, which included "circle back," "low-hanging
fruit," and "ping me offline," all of which Clara had never used in her working life, sounded
unfamiliar to her since she had never experienced such a high-paced environment.

The documentation that was supposed to give clear guidelines only added to Clara's
frustration. For example, Rajesh's API documentation included references to Indian banking
systems, which Clara could not understand because he is Brazilian. Likewise, Sophie's design
notes were very incomplete and presumed a familiarity with technical information from
which Clara was far removed and was often forced to seek clarification for. She felt losing in
translation-she was not sure whether this technical language she read was something she
should be familiar with, or if it is just too specialized for her level of experience.

Code reviews became another stressful source. Whenever Clara offered really detailed
comments on a piece of code, written in perfectly crafted English, they were often
misinterpreted. In the end, one of her polite requests, "Could you clarify this? "It was
sometimes taken as an attack rather than a request for more information." She remembered
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once when she had raised an issue with a function. The response she got was blunt: "It works
fine.

Please don't overcomplicate." It felt dismissive, but Clara couldn't be sure if it was a result of
the language difference or just a case of individual working styles. The real tipping point
came during a brainstorming session about naming conventions for a new feature. What
should have been a minor decision quickly spiralled into a heated debate. Michael proposed a
name that included slang, which Sophie found unprofessional and unsuitable for a global
product. Rajesh pushed for a more formal name that Clara felt was unnecessarily lengthy.
Tensions grew, and cultural differences in the use of language became evident. What was
informal or efficient to one was too informal or even confusing for another.

It was symbolic of the larger problem-the varying expectations about how to use language
within a multinational team and the failure in communication. By the end of the session,
Clara was exhausted and frustrated. She had wanted to contribute meaningfully, but the
constant struggle to decode different accents, slang, idioms, and jargon left her feeling
overwhelmed. Each attempt at communication seemed to fall short, and she began to wonder
if there was a way to bridge the linguistic divide. Could the team create a framework that
respected cultural differences while ensuring clarity in technical discussions?

Was it possible to align on language use without alienating anyone?

Clara's experience raised deeper questions about how multinational teams could foster
effective communication. Was it realistic to expect every member to fully grasp all the
linguistic nuances, especially when technical discussions required such precision? And how
could the team navigate the cultural differences in how language was used, without
compromising efficiency or making some members feel left behind? Clara had tried to
propose solutions in the past, such as clearer documentation and perhaps some training
sessions on cross-cultural communication, but nothing had changed. With the deadline
approaching, Clara found herself at a crossroads. Could she continue to push through the
language barriers and adapt to a communication style that felt foreign to her?

Or would she need to rethink how to approach her work within such a diverse team, where
language wasn’t just a tool for communication, but also a source of friction? The project was
far from over, and Clara had no idea whether these issues would be resolved. The path
forward remained unclear, and Clara left wondering whether the team could actually
overcome their linguistic and cultural differences to create a smoother, more effective way to
collaborate—or if the divide would continue to hinder progress.

Synopsis: Case of a software developer facing communication challenges in a multinational
team where English is the primary language. Misunderstandings arise due to regional phrases,
jargon, and unclear technical documentation, highlighting difficulties in effective
collaboration.
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Learning Objectives:

1.
2.

Understand the challenges of using English as a lingua franca in multinational teams.
Recognize the impact of cultural and linguistic diversity on communication in
technical settings.

Analyze the consequences of miscommunication in global team collaborations.
Explore strategies for improving clarity and inclusivity in multinational technical
communication.

Evaluate the importance of developing a common communication framework in
diverse teams.

Discussion Questions:

1.

STROMG BUY-IM

DO I BELIEVE THATIT IS A GOOD IDEA?

WEAK BUY-IN

What are the key challenges faced by team members when using English as a
common language in multinational teams?

How do cultural differences and regional phrases affect communication in technical
discussions?

What are the potential consequences of miscommunication in technical
documentation and code reviews?

How can teams address the ambiguity in language and ensure better understanding
across diverse members?

What strategies can be implemented to create a more inclusive and clear
communication framework in a global team?

Four Types of
Employee Response

FRUSTRATED

“My company and
1 would benefit if
I learned English,
but | don’t think |
can do it.”

OPPRESSED INDIFFERENT

“I don’t think I'm “I can learn English,
C=ELICEIAEETGINEE  but | don’t see the
=B REL R RS benefit for me or
see the benefit to  E "]y 2k 11\
me or my company
to learn it.”

LOW BELIEF HIGH BELIEF
CAN1DO THIS?

Employee Reactions to Learning English for Company Benefit
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TEACHING NOTE
Case Overview

Clara, excited to contribute to a groundbreaking project, quickly realizes the complexities of
working in a multicultural, multinational team. The team’s communication, conducted
primarily in English, presents a significant challenge for Clara, whose proficiency is limited
to casual conversation rather than professional technical English. The team members' use of
regional phrases, idioms, and corporate jargon further complicates her understanding. This
communication barrier extends to technical documentation, where culturally specific
examples and varying levels of detail create confusion. Code reviews are stressful as Clara's
carefully written feedback is often misinterpreted. As the project deadline nears, Clara
wonders if it is possible to bridge the linguistic divide while maintaining clarity, efficiency,
and respect for cultural diversity. The persistent issue of communication leaves Clara
uncertain about her role and the project's success.

Learning Objectives:

1. Understand the impact of linguistic and cultural diversity on multinational
teams: Explore how communication challenges arise from varying language
proficiencies, regional expressions, and cultural norms within diverse teams.

2. Analyze the role of language in technical communication: Investigate how
differences in language use, jargon, and documentation can affect technical clarity and
collaboration in a professional setting.

3. Develop strategies for effective cross-cultural communication: Learn how to
navigate cultural differences in language, tone, and communication styles to enhance
team collaboration and productivity.

4. Identify challenges and solutions in managing communication barriers: Examine
ways to address misunderstandings, misinterpretations, and cultural tensions to
improve teamwork and efficiency.

5. Evaluate the significance of clear, inclusive communication frameworks: Explore
the importance of establishing a shared communication framework that respects
linguistic and cultural diversity while maintaining technical precision.

Discussion Questions:

1. How can a multinational team balance linguistic diversity while ensuring clear
and effective communication?
Purpose: This question encourages an exploration of the challenges and potential
strategies for managing language barriers in multinational teams, emphasizing the
importance of clarity and inclusivity in communication.

2. What are the potential risks of relying on English as the common language in a
culturally diverse team?
Purpose: This question prompts an analysis of the limitations of using English as a
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common language, particularly when team members have varying proficiency levels,
and encourages the consideration of alternative approaches to overcoming language
barriers.

How do cultural differences in communication styles (e.g., tone, formality, and
indirectness) impact team collaboration?

Purpose: This question invites a reflection on how differing cultural norms in
communication influence team dynamics, both positively and negatively, and fosters
an understanding of the importance of cultural sensitivity in team interactions.

In what ways can a team create documentation that accommodates various
cultural and technical backgrounds?

Purpose: This question emphasizes the practical aspect of communication within a
technical context and encourages consideration of how documentation can be
designed to be clear, accessible, and culturally sensitive for a diverse, global team.
What strategies could Clara implement to address communication challenges in
her team?

Purpose: This question encourages critical thinking and problem-solving by asking
students to propose potential solutions to the communication challenges Clara faces,
while considering methods for improving understanding and collaboration in a
multicultural team.

How can teams foster an environment where feedback is constructive and not
misinterpreted due to language barriers?

Purpose: This question focuses on the role of feedback in professional settings,
prompting students to explore how language differences can influence the
interpretation of feedback and suggesting strategies to ensure feedback remains clear,
constructive, and effective.

Key Teaching Concepts

1.

Cross-Cultural Communication:

Students will understand how cultural backgrounds influence communication styles
and the importance of adapting to diverse team dynamics.

Clarity in Technical Communication:

Students will explore the challenges of communicating complex technical information
across different languages and the need for clear, concise documentation.

Cultural Sensitivity in Feedback:

Students will learn how to provide and receive feedback in culturally diverse teams,
ensuring that miscommunications are minimized and respect is maintained.

Effective Collaboration in Multinational Teams:

Students will examine strategies for fostering collaboration in multinational teams,
including
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Teaching Approach and Methodology:

1. Case-Based Learning:
Analyze the case in detail, encouraging students to identify key challenges and
propose solutions based on real-world scenarios. This promotes practical
understanding of multicultural collaboration issues.

2. Cultural Sensitivity Training:
Conduct workshops on cultural intelligence to equip students with skills for
navigating diverse communication styles and work ethics, fostering empathy and
awareness in global teams.

3. Interactive Simulations:
Use simulation exercises where students take on roles from different cultural
backgrounds to experience and resolve communication barriers, enhancing
problem-solving skills in multicultural settings.

4. Collaborative Group Projects:
Encourage students to work in diverse groups to solve complex problems, applying
concepts learned about communication, conflict resolution, and collaboration in a
globalized workplace.

5. Reflective Discussions:
Facilitate guided discussions where students reflect on their experiences and insights,
helping them critically assess how language and culture influence work dynamics and
communication efficiency.

Conclusion

This case demonstrates the importance of setting a clear, all-inclusive framework of
communication to overcome linguistic and cultural barriers that may exist among diverse
multinational teams. It suggests the importance of being culturally sensitive and the necessity
of shared understanding in communication style for effective teaming. Lastly, it calls for
more consistent training on cross-cultural communication and more uniform documentation
practices that do not result in misunderstandings or ambiguity. By filling these gaps, teams
can improve cooperation, reduce friction, and increase productivity in global work
environments.
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