G Lt
) University

INTERCULTURAL COMMUNICATION IN MULTICULTURAL WORKPLACES

Vietnamese Immigrants’ Experiences in Finland

Lappeenranta—Lahti University of Technology LUT

Master’s Programme in International Business and Entrepreneurship, Master’s thesis
2026

Riku Villanen

Examiner(s): Professor Tanja Leppédaho

Associate Professor Igor Laine



ABSTRACT

Lappeenranta—Lahti University of Technology LUT
LUT Business School

Business Administration

Riku Villanen

Intercultural Communication in Multicultural Workplaces: Vietnamese Immigrants’
Experiences in Finland

Master’s thesis
2026
85 pages, 4 figures, 2 tables and 1 appendices

Examiner(s): Professor Tanja Leppdaho and Associate Professor Igor Laine

Keywords: intercultural communication, immigration, communication challenges, culture,
workplace support

As workplaces become more diverse due to immigration, communication challenges often
arise in multicultural settings. This thesis aims to investigate how immigrants experience
communication in workplaces in their new home country, the challenges they face, and
how workplaces affect support for multicultural communication among employees.

The theoretical framework of this thesis employs a literature review and the intercultural
communication competence framework to examine this topic. This research follows a
qualitative approach, based on semi-structured interviews with eleven Vietnamese
professionals working in Finland. The data were analyzed using qualitative thematic
analysis

The findings of this study show that the communication experiences of immigrants can be
dynamic processes that require adaptation, flexibility, and empathy to navigate these
interactions. The interactions were found highly enjoyable and motivating by the
immigrants. The main communication challenges experienced were due to differences
between high- and low-context communication, such as directness and silence.
Furthermore, practical language challenges were often present.

The findings show that organisational support was often lacking, and immigrants often
relied on informal support and observation to navigate these interactions. This study
suggests that companies that aim to employ multicultural staff should provide intercultural
onboarding, create an inclusive communication culture, and organise informal events that
facilitate intercultural learning.
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Maahanmuuton lisddntyessd tyopaikat ympéri maailmaa ovat monimuotoistuneet ja eri
kulttuureista tulevien tyontekijoiden vélinen viestintd ja kommunikaatio ovat lisdéntyneet.
Tami monimuotoisuus on usein johtanut kommunikaatiohaasteisiin. Tama tutkimus
perehtyy maahanmuuttajien kokemuksiin tyopaikkakommunikaatiosta, sen haasteista ja
mahdollisista yrityksien tarjoamista tukitoimista.

Tutkielman teoreettinen viitekehys perustuu alan kirjallisuuteen ja kulttuurienvilisen
kommunikaation kompetenssi-viitekehykseen. Tutkimus toteutettiin laadullisena
tutkimuksena. Haastattelut tehtiin puolistrukturoiduilla haastatteluilla ja aineisto kerittiin
yhdentoista vietnamilaisen maahanmuuttajan haastattelun kautta. Aineisto analysoitiin
temaattisen analyysin avulla

Tutkimuksen tulokset osoittavat, ettd maahanmuuttajien kokemat
tyOpaikkakommunikaatiotilanteet ovat dynaamisia, jotka usein vaativat sopetumista,
joustamista ja empatiaa. Keskeiset haasteet koettiin korkean ja matalan

puutteeseen ja kommunikaatiotyylin eroihin. My0skin kielelliset haasteet olivat usein ldsné
kommunikaatiotilanteissa. Haasteista huolimatta, tulokset osoittavat, ettd
kulttuurienvélinen kommunikaatio koeettiin usein kiinnostavaksi ja motivoivaksi.
Tutkimuksen tulokset myos osoittavat, ettd yritysten tukitoimet kulttuurienviliseen
kommunikaatioon ovat usein puutteellisia. Tulosten perusteella, tutkimus suosittelee
monikulttuuristen yritysten kattavaa perehdytystd, avoimen kommunikaatiokulttuurin
rakentamista ja tukea tyontekijoiden tutustumista muihin kulttuureihin.
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1 Introduction

While the COVID pandemic decreased immigrant flows globally, international migration
has recovered in several places across the world, resulting in significant diversity in the
societies and labour markets across the world. Organisation for Economic Cooperation and
Development (OECD), countries host over 160 million foreign-born individuals (OECD
2025). Among the several obstacles the immigrants may face during the integration into the
new work environment, language and communication-related challenges have been
identified as one of the barriers for successful workplace integration (Lai, Shankar &
Khalema 2017, Lu & Hérkéld 2024) These workplace collaborations in a multicultural
environment are often conducted in a non-native language, and employees often can lack
knowledge on how to navigate in culturally or linguistically diverse environments.

(Ladegaard & Jenks 2015).

From the viewpoint of the workplaces, functioning and effective workplace communication
is needed to ensure productivity and effective collaboration in an organization (Mikkola &
Valo 2019; Olanrejawu, Tan & Kwan 2017). This thesis aims to investigate the intercultural
communication experiences of immigrants in the context of workplaces , the challenges that
immigrants face, and how immigrants perceive the different support mechanisms that can

affect workplace communication.

During recent years, Finnish society and working life have become increasingly
multicultural and globalised due to growth in labour migration and international mobility. In
addition, the number of residence permits granted to international students has continued to
rise and is expected to grow in the future (Migri 2024). The research context of this study
examines the interactions of Vietnamese immigrants working in the workplaces in Finland.
Examining this context can provide insights between employees from high-context cultures

working and integrating in a predominantly low-context work environment.



1.1 Aim of the study & Research Questions

This study aims to understand immigrants' experiences with intercultural communication
encounters in workplaces in Finland, the challenges they face during their daily work, and
how workplaces can better support intercultural communication encounters amongst the
multicultural employees. This thesis uses the definition of immigrant by Sironi, Bauloz &
Emmanuel (2019, 103), who define the immigrant as a person ‘> who moves into a country
other than that of his or her nationality or usual residence, so that the country of destination

effectively becomes his or her new country of usual residence.”’

To study this phenomenon, the thesis aims to seek answers for the following main research

question:

e How do immigrants experience communication in their new home country's

workplace?

To support the main research question, two additional sub-questions would be included to
gain a deeper understanding of the issues related to the intercultural communication
challenges and the possible ways companies and organizations could support

communication among different cultures.
e What kind of communication challenges do immigrants encounter in workplaces?

e How are the support mechanisms these immigrants have found to overcome
communication challenges?

1.2 Structure of the study

The structure of this study has been organised into the following. The introduction gives the
foundation and rationale for the topic and introduces the research questions of this study.
After the introduction, the relevant literature and theories related to the research are
presented and summarized. The next main chapter of the study introduces the research
methodology used in this research, and the findings are presented. The last chapter discusses
the findings in relation to the research questions. Lastly, the research questions are answered

in the conclusion chapter, and managerial implications and limitations are presented.



Introduction

Literature
Review

Research
Methods

Findings

Discussion

Conclusion

Figure 1. Structure of the study

2 Literature Review

e Background
e Research Questions

e Compilation of relevant
literature

¢ Data collection
¢ Data analysis

* Presenting findings in accordance of
emerged themes

e Discussion of the findings in relation to
literature

* Answering the research question
e Limitations and managerial implications

This chapter will define and conceptualize intercultural communication in the workplace.

The literature review will examine different challenges that employees in multicultural

organizations might experience during intercultural encounters and different support

mechanisms that have been employed to mitigate these challenges. The literature review



concludes with a summary table that combines both the challenges and support mechanisms

found in the previous literature.

2.1 Foundations of Intercultural Communication at workplaces

2.1.1 Culture

Culture as a concept is difficult to define, and providing a singular definition that can be
used universally is challenging (Hammersley 2020; Causadias 2020). Causadias (2020)
introduces a P-model to bring clarity to the definition of culture by defining culture as a
dynamic combination and interplay of practices, people, and places. Hofstede, Hofstede G.J
& Minkov (2010), add that culture is a learned collective phenomenon and not acquired by
the genetics of the individual person. Hofstede et al (2010, 6), emphasise the collective and
shared nature of culture and define it as *’ the collective programming of the mind’’ that is
used to differentiate between cultural groups (Hofstede et al 2010, 6). Piller (2011, 15)
distinguishes the definitions of culture on both essentialist views, which see culture as a

“’something that people have’’ and a constructive view, as ‘’something that people do’’.

Culture can be conceptualised as a multi-layered construct, where the layers and levels of
culture are organised depending on their visibility. (Dan 2020). Early illustrations of the
multi-layered construct of culture were developed by Weaver (1986). Weaver (1986)
illustrates that only a small portion of culture, the external culture, is visible above the
surface, such as language, customs, and other behavioural practices. A significant portion of
the cultural systems, the deep culture are invisible and hidden from plain sight. Ting-toomey
& Dorjee (2018) adds that the deep culture contains elements such as beliefs, values and
customs that are important within the particular culture. Similarly, Hofstede et al (2010) see
culture as a multilayered construct with a different level of deepness. Hofstede et al (2010,
8) illustrate the multilayered construction as a “’Onion’’ with a different layer of visibility.
According to Hofstede et al (2010, 8), the layers of culture display in four different layers:
symbols, rituals, heroes, and values. In the model, the outer layer, symbols present different
observable elements such as language or gestures that are understood by members of the
same culture. The heroes of the culture consist of individuals that can be real or fictional,

who represent ideal characteristics valued in the particular culture. Rituals refers to the



common and collective activities within the culture. While the different layers can be seen
by outsiders, the real meaning can be difficult to understand. The most hidden aspect of
culture, the values are obtained early on, often unconsciously, and consider of perceptions

that help to identify what is important or appropriate in the society (Hofstede et al 2010).

Especially in the field of management studies Hofstede’s cultural dimensions theory have
been widely utilised to investigate how different national cultures might work differently in
a variety of contexts (Strani, Craith, Scheuring & Ortiz 2023). Originally developed in 1980
and further refined, Hofstede et al (2010), model consists of six dimensions: power distance,
uncertainty avoidance, individualism vs collectivism, masculinity vs femininity, long-term

vs short term orientation, and indulgence vs restraint (Hofstede 2011, 8).

Hall’s (1976) main contribution was to contextualise cultures into high-context and low-
context cultures, where in high-context cultures, information is shared mainly on physical
context, and in low-context cultures, which communicates information more explicitly and
directly. Meta-analysis of 224 articles from different academic business and communication
journals conducted by Cardon (2008) shows and concludes that Hall’s (1976) model has
been one of the most used theories in intercultural business communication research in the
past. While Hofstede’s (1980) and Halls (1976) work has been widely utilised in various
intercultural communication studies at workplaces and in other applications the fields of
business, management and communication and has been seen as one of the most important
theoretical frameworks in contextualising intercultural communication for the past few
decades, they have also faced some criticism (Cardon 2008; Yeganeh 2025). Signorini,
Wiesemes & Murphy (2009) point out that Hofstede’s model and the layers of the culture
are too static and neglect the dynamic aspects of the culture. Similarly, Strani et al (2023a),
criticise Hofstede’s cultural dimension on generalisation and staticness. Erez & Gati (2004)
propose a model of culture, which emphasises its dynamic and adaptive nature. The model
describes how culture can change during top-down processes such as environment and
global influences, to bottom-up processes where individual behaviours can change the
culture in higher level. Overall, culture can be seen as a process, where different elements
can change or merge over the years while being influenced by different social contexts or by
different individuals’ behavior (Lewis 2026). Based on these perspectives, this thesis sees
culture as a dynamic construct that can be influenced by external context with different layers

of depth.



2.1.2 Communication

There are several definitions of communication depending on the discipline or perspective,
and the phenomenon has been inspected with multiple perspectives. According to Fiske
(2011), there are two main perspectives in communication studies. While the semiotic school
sees communication as the construction and exchange of meanings through texts, signs and
codes, the process perspective emphasises communication as a transmission of messages and
how the senders and receivers perceive them. The process perspective is especially prevalent
in Western communication theories (de Mooij 2014). Fiske (2011, 64) sees Shannon and
Weaver's (1949) model of communication as one of the early major communication theories.
This model sees communication as a linear process; the sender chooses a message to send
and transmits it through a chosen channel to the end receiver (Shannon and Weaver 1949,
according to Fiske 2011, 65). According to de Mooij (2014), classical two-way process-
oriented models of communication can be seen as circular, where the communication
participants are constantly sending, receiving and interpreting different messages. (De Mooij
2014). Different definitions of communication share similarities related to the nature of
communication. Geng¢ (2017, 512) summarises these similarities with definitions of
“transferring, “’interraction®’ or ‘’sharing with others’’. The communication can take
several different forms and de Mooij (2014) categorised communication types between
human and mediated communication. Human communication consists of communication
between people by utilising both verbal and nonverbal elements such as speech, expression,
body language, and facial expressions. The communication can be both intrapersonal, to
reflect oneself with inner dialogue, or interpersonal, a communication between two or more
people, often happening in real time and being interactive by nature. The communication
can be direct or indirect, leaving more interpretation to the receiver. In contrast to human
communication, mediated communication utilises a communication medium, such as phone

calls, writing, or messaging on online platforms. (de Mooij 2014)

2.1.3 Intercultural Communication

Several definitions have been made to understand intercultural communication, and they

have shared similar traits. Intercultural communication can be defined as interactions
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between different individuals or groups who come from different cultural backgrounds
(Alexander et al 2014). Similarly, Ting-Toomey & Dorjee (2018, 22) define intercultural
communication as an ‘’exchange process whereby individuals from two (or more) different
cultural communities attempt to negotiate shared meanings’’. These encounters often take
place within a larger societal context (Ting-Toomey & Dorjee 2018). Furthemore, Ting-
Toomey & Dorjee (2018) highlight the importance of negotiated meaning in intercultural
communication situations. In accordance Ting-Toomey & Dorjee (2018), Dai & Chen
(2015), highlight the negotiation of shared meanings and identities as a central part of the
intercultural process. Allwood (2023) highlights the information-sharing aspect of
intercultural communication and includes both ethnic and national differences. Intercultural
communication research has often viewed the cultural component of intercultural
communication based on the national or geographic boundaries (Durant & Shepard 2009).
Intercultural communication studies can often be mixed with cross-cultural communication
studies, as these terms have been used by scholars and researchers interchangeably at times.
The key difference between these two perspectives is the purpose of the research. In cross-
cultural communication research, the purpose of the studies is often comparative, while
intercultural communication studies focus on the interactions between members of different

cultures (Gudykunst 2003).

2.1.4 Intercultural Communication at Workplaces

Intercultural communication situations can occur in several different contexts and places,
but the workplace context has been important in intercultural communication research in the
past. (Lahti & Valo 2017; Lahti 2015). As workplaces are increasingly multicultural in
several sectors and industries, inspecting intercultural communication challenges in
organisational and workplace contexts has become important (Tocar 2024). Previous
literature highlights that successful and effective communication create functional and
productive work environment (Mikkola & Valo 2019). Research conducted by Olanrejawu,
Tan & Kwan (2017) shows how poor communication at worksites can cause a decrease in
project performance or productivity. In workplaces, the communication usually focuses on
interpersonal and social interactions between the employees, and the nature of

communication in workplaces is often described as collaborative (Mikkola & Valo 2019).
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While studying intercultural communication in global virtual teams, Goettsch (2016)

reminds that every workplace and individual working in a team is unique by its nature.

In the workplace, these encounters can often take place in a non-native language of the
employee (Louhiala-Salminen & Kankaanranta 2012). Research by Ehrenreich (2010)
demonstrates that the English language is often used and needed in international
organisations to facilitate communication between employees of different backgrounds.
Companies around the world have used language standardisation policies to set common
company languages to support international operations and make internal communication
smoother in language diverse envinronment (Piekkari, Welch & Welch 1999). While official
corporate language is often adopted in the organisations as a tool to standardize
communication in a multilingual setting by the management, English as Business lingua
Franca (BELF) is used as a pragmatic and practical tool and refers to the use of English as a
shared language by business professionals, who don’t share native language, but need a
common language for cooperation and work purposes. Furthermore, BELF as a concept
doesn’t have strict grammar rules and is often influenced by context (Louhiala-Salminen &

Kankaanranta 2012).

Tocar (2024) synthesises and categorises previous intercultural communication research that
happens in organisations into five different categories, which affect and are needed in
successful intercultural communication inside organisations. These identified categories
vary from broader organisational aspects to more individual-level factors. Management-
related issues consider aspects such as, how management and leadership styles affect
intercultural communication and collaboration. Individual-related factors examine the
personal traits and attitude towards cultural differences and willingness for personal
development. Cultural factors include differences in values and language, while group-
related factors consider relationships and differences in power and social status among the
employees. Lastly, the communication-related factors, such as differences in communication
styles, influence how employees navigate intercultural situations. Overall these categories
by Tocar (2024) show, that intercultural communication at workplaces can be influenced by

several connected factors.
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2.2 Intercultural Communication challenges in workplaces

As employees from different backgrounds and cultures are communicating daily in their
workplaces, challenges are often present in their communication experiences. The following
chapter provides an overview of different challenges that can be relevant in workplace

communication.

2.2.1 Language related barriers

Language barriers have been seen to cause issues in multicultural teams. These issues can
be caused by varying language abilities of the employees, differences in accents and dialects
leading to misunderstandings and challenges in communication performance (Szymanski &
Brighi 2025; Hwang 2025; Worakittikul, Mangdinham, Ketkaew & Naruetharadhol 2025).
For example, Peltokorpi & Clausen (2011) studied the intercultural communication
challenges amongst the Nordic and Japanese employees and noted how employees'
willingness to improve language skills and limited common language proficiency among the
employees created communication barriers in the workplace. Pérez Canado & Méndez
Garcia (2007) studied intercultural communication in the context of Spanish workplaces
with multicultural teams. The results of their study highlighted the ability to communicate
proficiently with the working language to mitigate ineffective communication and
misunderstandings due to incorrect use of idioms or expressions during intercultural
encounters. Evans & Suklun (2017) reported similar results in their study of intercultural
communication and workplace diversity between female native and non-native English
speakers in the U.S. To mitigate language-based issues in communication encounters, the
more proficient speakers adjusted their speed of speech, used simpler communication and
different non-verbal cues to express friendliness. The non-native speakers tried to observe

body language and utilise simple communication during the interaction.

In a similar vein, Charles & Marschan-Piekkari (2002) studied interunit communication of
Finnish multinational company, Kone elevators, and found out that lack of language skills
and comprehension difficulties hindered communication in the company among the
international staff. Their study shows that language abilities and proficiency not only hinder

communication but can create inequality among employees, especially in larger companies.
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The lack of language skills created inequalities in the Kone Elevators organization, as some
of the international communications concentrated on only a few employees. Furthermore,
language and communication skills were seen to affect the cohesiveness inside the

organization (Charles & Marschan-Piekkari 2002).

As inequalities in language skills and usage have created challenges in multilingual and
cultural companies, companies have introduced common corporate language policies.
However, while companies have adopted common corporate languages to facilitate
communication in multicultural companies, the standardised language policies have seen to
create additional challenges in the organisations. Research by Tange & Lauring (2009)
highlights how language policies can create outer groups in the organisations, where people
with similar language backgrounds communicate and share information on their native
language, creating language clusters in the workplaces and hindering communication in the
organisation. Méndez Garcia & Pérez Cafiado (2005) noted in their research that the Spanish
employees in multicultural teams often interacted in both professional and personal contexts

at workplaces more with colleagues who share cultural and linguistic similarity.

2.2.1 Cultural differences and communication styles

Previous research notes that differences in cultural backgrounds can result in communication
challenges in workplaces (Gut, Wilczewski & Gorbaniuk 2017). In intercultural encounters
within multicultural workplaces, the present dominant culture may not always align with the
culture of the company, creating power imbalances (Strani, Bell, Karanasiou & Castro
2023). Peltokorpi & Clausen (2011) studied Nordic and Japanese employees' intercultural
communication interactions and showed how differences in cultural orientation, such as
collectivism and the perception of hierarchy and status, can create barriers in intercultural
situations at workplaces. Earlier research by Peltokorpi (2007) elaborates similar results in
the workplace context by studying Japanese and Western intercultural interaction and how
the difference in high-and low-context communication styles can create misunderstandings
between employees during interactions. Similar results were reported by Tan & Masuyama
(2019), who noted that differences between direct and indirect communication lead to

confusion and misunderstanding between the culturally diverse employees.
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Moreover, individuals’ perception of their culture over others can create tension and conflict
in intercultural communication encounters. Pettigrew (2005) defines ethnocentrism as a
belief in one's own ethnic group's cultural supremacy compared to other cultures.
Ethnocentrism has been seen to hinder communication in the intercultural workplace
context. Neuliep (2012) identified that ethnocentrism can create obstacles to reducing
uncertainty, especially in the initial intercultural communication encounters between
members of different cultural groups. Further study by Khan & Jin 2025) identified that
ethnocentrism amongst the multicultural employees can create conflicts in workplaces,
leading to disengagement of employees. As there are no universal communication styles,
many intercultural communication challenges in workplaces occur from a lack of
understanding of different styles of communication. This lack of understanding has been

seen to slow down the decision-making and working processes inside companies (Lauring

2011).

The differences in communication styles were noted by the research of Pérez Cafiado &
Méndez Garcia (2007), where the employees were aware of different styles of
communication that happen in their multicultural teams. Moreover, the employees had to
adapt their communication styles in different intercultural situations to achieve clear
communication. Research made by Levitt (2022), show how differences in high-context and
low-context culture communication created frustration between employees during
international teamwork. Furthermore, Lewitt (2022) highlights the importance for
employees to recognise these differences. Froese, Peltokorpi & Ko (2012) research noted
that foreign employees who were able to demonstrate communication style typically
employed in the host country, had higher job satisfaction. Since the meaning and
interpretation of communication varies across the cultures, these communication style
differences have seen to create tension, discomfort and anxiety when employees from
different backgrounds are communicating in a non-native language (Wang, Clegg,

Gajewska-De Mattos & Buckley 2020; Zhu 2020).

Furthermore, these challenges are not limited only in verbal communication, but non-verbal
communication differences can cause misunderstanding in intercultural workplace
situations. Widianti (2021) studied Indonesian employees working in Japan and noted that
differences with non-verbal behaviours, such as the use of silence and personal space,

created misunderstandings between culturally diverse employees. Similar results were found
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by Tan & Masuyama (2019), who noted that major non-verbal communication
misunderstandings at workplaces between Japanese and foreign staff were caused by
different norms related to physical contact and gestures. While most of these observations
were done in the physical environment, the remote working and virtual environment has
introduced additional challenges. Research has shown that technology mediated
communication has impacted the ability to read non-verbal signals, causing challenges and
misunderstandings to individuals from high-context cultures. (Waight, Kjerve, Kite & Smith
2022). The challenges caused by remote work and virtual environments can become more
relevant, as the remote work have become increasingly popular during recent years

(Kowalski & Slebarska 2022).

2.2.1 Emotional and affective barriers

While interacting in multicultural communication situations at workplaces, employees can
experience several emotional and affective barriers. Aichhorn & Puck (2017) found out in
their study of several Austrian MNC’s, that employees can feel anxiety while
communicating with a foreign language, leading to avoidance to communication situations
and impacting interpersonal communication in the organizations. Overall, when individuals
experience anxiety during intercultural encounters, it decreases the person’s motivation to
engage in intercultural communication related situations (Logan, Steel & Hunt 2015).
Similarly, Reiche & Neeley (2019) observed language related challenges in Chilean
subsidiary of a major U.S based MNC over the course of 2 years and reported that Chilean
employees felt negative emotions such as anger and frustration. Furthermore, their study
notes how employees experienced fear of making language related mistakes while

interacting in non-native language with their U.S counterparts.

Wang, Clegg, Buckley & Gajewska-De Mattos (2020) studied how emotions affect the
intercultural business communication and argued that such emotional responses are
influenced by individuals’ cultural and lincuistic background and can occur as a reaction to
how people from different cultural backgrounds act in communication situations.
Furthermore, these emotions are often caused by differences with communication styles and
language proficiency and can be experienced regardless of language proficieny. Adding to

this view, Holmes (2015), studied intercultural communication challenges between
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immigrant employees and their coworkers. The study found out that immigrant employees
can feel vulnerability especially between the hierarchical employee-leadership relationships,
and that the immigrant’s communication was affirmation-seeking between the supervisor
and the immigrant. Furthermore, the immigrants felt that their coworkers felt less concerned

about the intercultural communication challenges that occurred during the interactions.

2.3 Support mechanisms to intercultural workplace communication

As shown in the previous chapters and reviewed literature, communication among culturally
diverse employees can lead into variety of challenges. To respond to these issues, companies
have used different intercultural management efforts to establish and maintain work
environments in diverse cultural contexts and to improve communication in the companies.
Knap-Stefaniuk & Sorribes (2022) describe intercultural management as a collection of
practices and procedures which enhances the cooperation of culturally diverse employees in

the workplaces in different daily functions.

2.3.1 Training and development

For a successful multicultural communication interaction at workplaces, organisations have
employed and offered several types of training to its employees in various levels, from
management to lower-level employees. The previous literature related to multicultural
workplace communciation has highlighted the importance for employees to regognise
different communication styles and recognise differences between high- and low-context
communication during workplace interaction (Levitt 2022; Adair, Buchan, Chen & Liu
2024). Adair et al (2024) points, that employees should have a set of skills to recognise
common areas where miscommunication happens and to be able to adjust their
communication style if needed during intercultural interaction. Research by Lloyd & Hartel
(2010) related to intercultural competencies at workplaces highlight that these competencies
affect satisfaction, trust and commitment building within culturally diverse teams. Previous
studies show that such intercultural competences among the employees have been seen as
an important component to create functioning teamwork environment among culturally

different employees (Lloyd & Hirtel 2010; Matveev & Milter 2004)
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Cultural awareness training has been employed in non-governmental organisations (NGO)
to some extent to aid collaboration in cross cultural situations. (Hart, Toma, Issa & Ciottone
2019). Research of Hart et al (2019) noted and concluded, that cultural awareness training
can be absent even in highly international and profilic NGO’s. According to later research
by Hart, Toma, Issa & Neault (2021), cultural awareness training should provide a variety
of competencies to the employees from cultural intelligence and intercultural
communication skills to self-awareness and ethical understanding to help employees
recognise how their own and others' cultures shape the interaction. Kaihlanen, Hietapakka
& Heponiemi (2019), studied cultural competency training given to a group of hospital
nurses, and reported that the training allowed the employees to gain better awareness on own
intercultural communication habits and to recognise different challenges that can appear in
cross-cultural communication encounters at their workplace. Similarly, study conducted by
Chapman, Martin & Smith (2014) points out that cultural awareness training aids
participants to gain an understanding of different cultures and gives a better perception of

different cultures among the employees.

While cultural awareness and diversity related trainings have been utilised in organisations
in various contexts, Shepherd (2019) criticises that such trainings are often overgeneralising,
leading potentially to unexpected negative outcomes. Similarly, research conducted by Hite
& McDonald (2006) concludes that such trainings in the small and medium enterprises can
lack depth as these trainings often focus just on giving general awareness of cultural
differences. Moreover, the issues related to employee training doesn’t always stem from the
content of the training. Apart from the issues with a content of the awareness and
intercultural trainings, Elo et al (2015) noted that while educating employees about
competencies needed in intercultural situations, the individual’s attitude and willingness to

learn affects the effectiveness of these training schemes.

Previous research has shown how companies have used intercultural coaching in different
forms to aid employees to navigate intercultural encounters. Overall, these coaching
trainings were seen to give participants better self-awareness of cultural differences and to
improve collaboration in teams (Rosinski et al 2025). Research conducted to study cross-
cultural mentorship in large organisation by Tran, Wozniak, Prakaashana, Middleswart &
Abrahama (2025) reported similar findings, which show that such mentoring can increase

employee’s, self awareness and sensitivity towards cultural differences. While inspecting
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the mentoring from a point of view of new immigrants, a study made by Kinos, Van Den
Berckt, Pambukhchyan, Kiijdrvi-Pirkkala, Kaartinen & Pirttikoski (2023) notes that
mentoring can be a useful resource to develop cultural competencies of migrants to adapt to

working life in the host country.

As language skills were seen as a barrier in intercultural workplace communication,
companies have used language training to increase productivity and to aid employees with
diverse linguistic backgrounds to communicate more effectively. (Charles & Marschan-
Piekkari 2002; Ekkens & Winke 2009). The language trainings were seen to give both the
needed skills for successful language usage in a multicultural setting, but also enhanced the
willingness of employees to communicate in a foreign language. Study conducted by Ekkens
& Winke (2009) found that workplace English classes gave motivation and increased
confidence to communicate among the non-native English-speaking employees in the
companies in the United States. However, prior research shows that for language training to
be effective, the right contextual and organisational factors are needed. Ha & Vanaphuti
(2021) studied the hospital staff's workplace language training in Thailand and noted that
successful workplace English training requires the right contextual factors, such as a
supportive organisational environment. Furthermore, such language training programs
should focus on meeting the needs of the workplace and professional environment, instead
of giving general competency (Ha & Vanaphuti 2021). Moron & Mujtaba (2018) argue that
the workplace language training provided should be employee-centric, and HR departments
of companies should work together with employees to find suitable learning methods instead
of dictating the educational content. In contrast, Charles & Marschan-Piekkari’s (2002) case
study of Kone elevators showed that language training can be restricted to the managers and
higher-level employees, leaving a large portion of employees without training. According to
Charles & Marschan-Piekkari (2002), training should be given comprehensively alongside
the whole hierarchy of the company to effectively improve communication inside the whole
organisation. While the above-mentioned trainings and support mechanisms are typically
organised at the organisational and company level, national level employment and
integration services have been seen to provide similar services for immigrants both before
and after their arrival to gain skills and knowledge to integrate and function in working life
more effectively in the national environment. (Tyomarkkinatori 2025; Government of

Canada 2025).
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2.3.2 Management, leadership and organisational culture

While examining the intercultural communication in an organisation with an organisational
and management level perspective, the organisational culture was seen to impact
intercultural communication in workplaces. Knap-Stefaniuk & Domanska-Szaruga (2023),
emphasize the importance of organisational culture in companies with multicultural
workforce and its role to support employyes from different cultures to function as a cohesive
team. According to the research of Knap-Stefaniuk & Domanska-Szaruga (2023),
organisational culture aids employees to understand how to accommodate their behaviours
in multicultural teams. Coherent and effective organisational culture were seen to impact
inter-team communication positively in multicultural teams. Based on the study of cross-
cultural communication challenges in international teams Hwang (2025), sees that the
companies should aim to build an open and inclusive communication culture as it can impact

the trust and performance of international teams (Hwang 2025).

Previous research has shown that leaders' communication skills and styles can impact
satisfaction and employees attititudes towards work (Wikaningrum & Yuniawan 2018). As
companies have become increasingly multicultural due to international mobility, the leaders
need to posses intercultural communication skills (Ng & Lillevik 2017). Research conducted
by Lisak, Erez, Sui & Lee (2016) demonstrate that leaders with global identity can create a
stronger communication culture among multicultural teams. Cherfan & Allen (2022), point
out that being able to behaviorally adapt a communication style as a leader is an important
skill when leading multicultural teams. However, depending on the leadership styles,
different styles employed in intercultural groups may either hinder or aid the feeling of
inclusion and participation in multicultural organisations (Aritz & Walker 2014). In the
context of leadership and management, inclusive leadership has been seen as a possible
leadership style for leaders to overcome communication and cultural barriers in multicultural
teams (Karadencheva 2025). In multilingual workplaces, companies have used language
management to mitigate some of the language and communication-based challenges
presented. Companies have adopted a common corporate language to facilitate
communication and to reduce communication issues in multinational workplaces (Charles

& Marschan-Piekkari 2002; Feely & Harzing 2003). However, while companies adopt



20

language to standardize communication, common corporate language can create resistance

to use mandated language amongst the employees (Lensmann 2017).

2.4 Summary of literature review

The reviewed literature and previous research related to intercultural communication at
workplaces suggest that the communication in workplaces is affected by several factors. The
major challenges in intercultural communication encounters in workplaces include issues
with language barriers, communicational styles, cultural differences, affective challenges,
power dynamics between the cultures, and misunderstandings during the communication.
These challenges have seen to affect the performance of the multicultural teams and hinder

collaboration.

The companies with multicultural employees have utilised several strategies to mitigate and
support their employees with intercultural communication-related challenges. Most support
mechanisms employed by the companies or offered by governmental services are in the form
of training, from cultural awareness and intercultural training to language training. However,
such trainings have been criticised for being too general, leaving employees without the

needed tools and skills to navigate intercultural encounters effectively.

In the perspective of organisations, companies have tried to create organisational cultures
that foster intercultural engagement and promote intercultural communication through
different policies and management practices. The main challenges and the corresponding

support mechanisms found in the literature have been summarised in the table below.
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Communication challenges

Support mechanisms identified in literature

Language barriers and diversity

e Differences  with  language
proficiency
e Language clusters inside

organisations creating exclusion

Language training
Language policies

Awareness training

Difference in communication styles
e High \& Low-context
communication

e Non-verbal differences

Intercultural ~ communication  and
awareness training

Communication style adaptation by
employees and leaders

Mentoring

Emotional challenges

e Anxiety, frustration and
uncertainty during intercultural
interactions and hierarchical
relationships

e Stereotyping and prejudices

Cultural awareness training
Mentoring programs
and

Supportive leadership

management styles

Cultural differences
e Dominant cultures in workplaces
e Different norms and values
e Ethnocentrism
e Different perceptions of status

and hierarchy

Inclusive organizational culture to
integrate various cultures

Cultural awareness training

Table 2. Summary of Literature Review
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3 Theoretical Framework

Intercultural communication competence has become an increasingly important skill in
different professional settings to improve cooperation in multicultural teams as globalization
and multiculturalism have affected modern workplaces. (Hussain, Nshom & Lin 2025;
Matveev & Millter 2004). However, while the intercultural communication competence has
been seen as important and several scholars have tried to clarify the concept by developing
models, the field has experienced a lack of conceptual clarity since the beginning. (Chen,
2014). Chen & Starosta (1996, 358-359) define intercultural communication competence
(ICC) as an “’ability to negotiate cultural meanings and to execute appropriately effective
communication behaviors that recognize the interactants' multiple identities in a specific
environment.”” In the context of international business, previous research notes that
intercultural competencies have been seen to impact the employee’s ability to build
intercultural relationships and have higher satisfaction and trust among the intercultural work

team (Huang, Rayner, C & Zhuang 2003; Lloyd & Hartel 2010).

Among the several ICC frameworks, Chen & Starosta (1996), developed their model of
intercultural communication competence based on re-evaluating and synthesising previous
research and literature. The model examines individual competencies that are needed during
effective intercultural interaction. The triangular model of ICC conceptualizes ICC with
three related aspects: cognitive, affective, and behavioral (Chen & Starosta 1996, 362). The
model of Chen & Starosta (1996) was later revisited by Chen & Dai (2015), who suggested
that the original model should include moral aspects to make the model more inclusive (Chen
& Dai 2015; Chen 2017). While comparing the triangular model to other versions of the
model, Chen (2014) characterized the triangular model as more accurate due to its ability to
summarize previous literature into one model. This thesis will utilize the triangular model of
ICC as the main theoretical framework, due to its suitability to explore the main research

question and to inspect the intercultural communication experiences in a holistic manner.
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3.1 Triangular model of intercultural communication competence

In core, the triangular model of intercultural communication competence inspects the
concept from three different dimensions: Affective, Cognitive & Behavioral. These
dimensions are equally crucial, closely connected and needed to achieve full intercultural

communication competence (Chen & Starosta 1996; Chen 2014).

Intercultural Adroithess

BEHAVIORAL

Figure 2. A triangular model of Intercultural Communication Competence (Chen 2014, 19)

The affective aspect of the model manifests as intercultural sensitivity. This dimension
refers to the person’s ability to respect, value, and accept cultural differences during
intercultural interactions between culturally different participants. The affective aspect also
reflects an individual’s motivation and willingness as well to learn and accept cultural
differences (Chen & Starosta 1996; Chen 2009; Chen 2014; Babao & Adiatma 2023). While
examining the intercultural sensitivity component more closely, Chen & Starosta (2000),
developed, validated, and expanded the intercultural sensitivity scale based on an explorative
study. Based on their results, the intercultural sensitivity scale was developed, resulting in a
scale of five different factors that help to understand intercultural sensitivity. The

components of their scale included the factors of “’intercultural engagement, respect for
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cultural differences, interaction confidence, interaction, enjoyment, and interaction
attentiveness’” (Chen & Starosta 2000, 11). Overall, their results indicate that individuals
who have high intercultural sensitivity are more effective in intercultural communication
situations and can experience positive attitudes in intercultural communication situations

(Chen & Starosta 2000).

The cognitive aspect of the model represents the individual’s capability to understand and
recognise their own and other people’s cultural values, attitudes, and habits that affect how
people from different cultural groups communicate with each other. (Chen 2009; Chen &
Starosta 1996). These abilities have been seen as important in intercultural communication
encounters, as they allow individuals to understand the meanings and communication of a
different cultural group (Babao & Adiatma 2023). Chen (2009, 530), describes that
intercultural awareness can be a process and categorised into three-stages, where
individuals’ awareness can vary from knowing basic and superficial cultural values and
traits, to understanding more notable values that differ significantly from one’s background.
The last stage of intercultural awareness is to understand cultural differences and feelings
from the point of view of the members of the other culture. The previous research by Sumait,
Tryzna, Alkazemi & Boone (2022) show that individuals’ cognitive competences in an
intercultural environment can be higher when individuals have been exposed to a

multicultural environment due to societal and educational experiences.

Lastly, the behavioural aspect of the model is represented by the intercultural adroitness or
at times refered as intercultural effectiveness (Chen & Starosta 1996; Chen 2014; Portalla &
Chen 2010; Chen 2009). This dimension refers to the person's ability to apply appropriate
and effective communication skills and behaviours during intercultural encounters and the
ability to understand the language used (Chen & Starosta 1996; Chen 2009). The behavioural
dimension encompasses the ability to understand different communication norms and being
able to adapt own behaviour flexibly to meet other contextual norms. These skills and
abilities include different verbal and non-verbal behaviours, which allows to reach different
communication goals effectively during intercultural interactions (Chen 2009; Chen 2014;
Portalla & Chen 2010). Based on the work of Chen & Starosta (1996), Portalla & Chen
(2010, 28) validated and created a scale to evaluate the behavioural competencies needed in
intercultural interaction. Their research identified six different factors that are needed in

intercultural effectiveness. These behavioural factors included competencies such as:
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behavioural flexibility, interaction relaxation, interactant respect, message skills, identity

maintenance, and interaction management (Portalla & Chen 2010, 28)

4 Methodology

This research follows a qualitative research approach. This method was chosen, as the nature
of the research question is explorative, and the goal of the research aims to understand
individuals’ experiences related to intercultural communication encounters and challenges
in the workplace. According to Lim (2024), qualitative research methods allow researchers
to gain deeper insights into personal experiences and perspectives compared to the
quantitative research methods, which aim to give quantitative data for statistical analysis.
Furthermore, in the context of business research, qualitative research can give reflective
insights related to the social side of the businesses (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008). As
intercultural communication encounters at workplaces are typically a social by its nature,
qualitative methods allow researchers to explore and gain a deeper understanding of the

phenomenon

4.1 Research context

To study immigrants' intercultural communication experiences, challenges, and support
mechanisms in workplaces, this research studies Vietnamese employees in workplaces in
Finland. This research context was chosen as the Vietnamese have been a historically
significant group to arrive in Finland to both work and study and typically presents a
different type of communicaiton culture. The Vietnamese migration to Finland began when
the first major group of Vietnamese arrived in 1979. In 2024, over 16 000 Vietnamese
nationals reside in Finland. Furthermore, Vietnamese citizens represent one of the largest
nationalities applying for work-based residence permits in Finland in 2024 (Valtonen 2019,

16; Maahanmuuttovirasto 2024; Tilastokeskus 2025). In addition to the growing migration
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of Vietnamese to Finland, Vietnam has become Finland’s largest trading partner in Southeast

Asia during the past few years (Palmen 2023).

Furthermore, this context presents an ability to inspect the workplace communication
differences between members of different societies and communication cultures. Vietnam
and Finland were selected due to differences in communication culture. The Vietnamese
culture and society can be distinguished as a high-context society (Muir, Braudt, Swindle,
Flaherty & Brown 2018). Hall (1976, 91) sees Western and Scandinavian cultures as low
context cultures compared to Asian. Petkova (2015) argues that Finnish communication
culture can be categorised in low-context culture, while some traits of high-context behavior
are valued, such as silence. Granlund and Lukka (1998) share the same view in relation of
the silence and further note that Finnish communication culture is characterised by
directness. Supporting this, Nishimura, Nevgi & Tella (2008) argue that while Finland has
had high-context communication features in the past, the communication culture is shifting

more towards low-context communication in the future.

4.2 Data Collection

The empirical data of this research were collected by using semi-structured interviews. Semi-
structured interviews were chosen as a data collection method as it offers flexible and
interactive structure for the researcher to gain deeper insights into the experiences and
perspectives of the interviewee. Furthermore, it allows pursue new topics or ideas that might
arise during the interview. When comparing to structured interview methods, the ability to
improvise and follow new ideas in semi-structured interviews is seen as advantageous.
(Myers 2020) An interview guide was prepared based on the literature review in Chapter 2
and the chosen theoretical framework in Chapter 3. In semi-structured interviews, a strong
interview guide is seen to increase credibility and objectivity of the research (Kallio, Pietila,

Johnson & Kangasniemi 2016)

The participants of the study were initially planned to be chosen trough snowball sampling
method. Snowball sampling technique refers to a strategy where interview participants
recruit people for the study from their own contacts, making it possible to gain a relevant
amount of participants (Tenzek 2017). However, due to a few participants cancelling their

interviews for personal reasons and challenges of recruiting other participants through the
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existing interviewee contacts, convenience sampling was used to gather participants for the
study. Battaglia (2008) describes convenience sampling as a method where participants are

chosen due to convenience and ease of finding a participant.

All of the participants were Vietnamese professionals with at least a higher educational
degree and were currently working in Finland across a variety of industries from hospitality
and IT to Academia. The variety of professional backgrounds allowed to inspect the topic
from various angles and viewpoints. All of the participants had extensive experience living
and working in Finland. Furthermore, most of the participants described their previous
background as international and had several experiences in a multicultural environment.

Furthermore, the participants regularly worked and lived in a multicultural environment.

All of the interviews were conducted through Microsoft Teams in November 2025. Virtual
interviews were conducted due to convenience and geographical distance between the
researcher and the interviewees. The interviews were conducted in English, and all of the
interviews were recorded and transcribed by Microsoft Teams after asking for consent from
the participants to be used for later analysis. The length of the interview varied heavily

between the participants, but generally the interviews lasted between 20 to 35 minutes.

Interviewee Working Industry Interview Lenght
Interviewee 1 Hospitality 21 Minutes
Interviewee 2 IT 31 Minutes
Interviewee 3 Sales 24 Minutes
Interviewee 4 Academia 30 Minutes
Interviewee 5 Academia 22 Minutes
Interviewee 6 Hospitality 26 Minutes
Interviewee 7 Academia 21 minutes
Interviewee 8 Consulting 25 Minutes
Interviewee 9 Academia 36 Minutes
Interviewee 10 Academia 30 Minutes
Interviewee 11 Travel 33 Minutes

Table 3. Research participants
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The interviews followed the interview guide prepared before the interviews and can be found
in Appendix 1 of this report. Follow-up questions were asked, and the questions were

clarified if the participant had difficulties with understanding the questions.

4.3 Data Analysis

The collected interview data were analysed by using thematic analysis. Thematic analysis
can be described as a method to find, interpret and analyse data and patterns that emerge
from the qualitative data (Braun and Clarke 2006). Thematic analysis was chosen as an
analysis method, due to its ability to explore experiences and identify both expected and
unexpected themes emerging from the interview data. The analysis utilised a six-phase
framework developed by Braun & Clarke (2006, 87), which includes 6 different steps: data
familiarisation, initial data coding, searching for themes, theme reviewing, naming and

defining themes, and writing up results.

After manually cleaning and correcting the grammar mistakes of the transcriptions made by
Teams and editing any information about respondents’ identities, the interview material was
familiarised to get a better understanding of the potential themes. Overall, the video
recordings provided 299 minutes of material, and after transcription, the transcription
consisted of around 69 100 words. The data were coded and grouped into themes by using
NVivo qualitative data analysis software. The initial codes were created by an inductive
approach, and the codes were created to relate to the research question. Braun & Clarke
(2006) see coding as a constant process, where re-coding data canbe potentially expected.
Initially, due to the amount of overlapping codes, similar codes were merged and refined to
reduce overlap. According to Braun & Clarke (2006), after coding all of the interviews, the
codes were grouped into suitable themes, and the themes were refined and clarified along
the process. After the codes were grouped into themes, the findings were organised into the
thesis and are seen in the chapter 5 with illustrative quotes to show transparency. The table

below aims to illustrate how the refined codes contribute to building the appropriate themes.



29

Theme Sub theme Codes
Misinterpretation of different communication styles; Hierarchical differences in communciation;

Differences in communication norms and styles Direct communication norms; Initial uncertainty due differences;
Lack of context in communication; Hierarchical communication norms;

Comfort with silence; Non-verbal differences and misunderstandings; Early-stage misunderstandings
Navigating cultural and

communication styles

LN

observing communication differences; Initiating conversations; Lultural awareness is important for
adaptation; Cultural awareness important for adaptation;

Language experience E Language barriers in the workplace; Lack of language proficiency lead to misunderstandings; Lack of
and barriers:
» Language misunderstandings require patience; Language based exclusion in the workplace

Improving IGC in Practical learning more effective than formal courses; Lack of formal courses in organizations
organizations “e ;Limited workplace relevance of language and cultural courses; Infoermal workplace gatherings helps
intercultural awaraness; Workshops as safe place for intercultural learning

interaction; Enjoyment and curiosity in IC interactions; Mixed emotions in IC interactions; Different
boundaries in communication; Inclusive communication in work environment

and Attitudes

Awareness of high- vs low-context communication differences; Differences with communication norms;

Communication adaptation in host country workplace &« adaptation is crucial for employees; adaptation is time consuming: Old habits affecting communication;

language skills require assistance; Mitigating language barriers; Differences in meaning due background

IC Openness, Motivation é IC skills seen valuable in career; Open mindedness as essential trait; Learning and personal growth in ic

Figure 3 lllustration of theme development process

4.4 Reliability and validity

Eriksson & Kovalainen (2008) explain that reliability, validity, and ability to generalise the
results are the basis of quality research in business research. According to Eriksson &
Kovalainen (2008), reliability refers to the ability to gain similar results of the research by
using similar methods. Franklin & Ballan (2001) add that the skills of the researcher can
impact heavily on the reliability and validity of the results. However, Eriksson & Kovalainen
(2008) note that there are different evaluation criteria and opinions for qualitative research
in the literature. Validity has been seen as another classic criterion for evaluation of
qualitative research, the use has been debated as a qualitative evaluation criteria (Eriksson
& Kovalainen 2008). Validity can be seen to contain three key aspects: transferability,
dependability, and confirmability. Transferability refers to the ability to transfer the research
to other environments and connect it to previous results. This research will achieve this by
linking the findings to the previous studies compiled in the literature review during the
discussion chapter. Dependability refers to providing enough information of the research
process (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008). This research aimed to convey the data gathering
methods transparently during the methodology chapter. Conformability links the research
findings and interpretations in a sense that can be comprehended by the reader (Eriksson &
Kovalainen 2008). Furthermore, Bielenia-Grajewska (2018) explains that one of the possible
challenges for validity can be language-related issues, especially when conducting

interviews on foreign language.
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5 Findings

This section presents the findings from the interviews conducted during November 2025.
The chapter outlines the general themes that were discovered from the interviewees’ answers
in relation to the research question. The findings were organized into the themes that
appeared from the interviews, supported by quotations from the interviewee participants.
The findings are further divided and examined trough the used theoretical framework of
Chen & Starosta (1996), which divides the competencies into behavioral, cognitive &

affective categories

5.1 Behavioral & Cognitive; Navigating cultural and communication style

differences

Most of the interview participants had experienced cultural differences in communication
styles, both in their own workplace communication and the communication of their
colleagues. According to the interviewees, they generally described the main differences of
Vietnamese and Finnish communication culture to differ due to high context vs low context
communication differences. These differences were seen to cause misunderstandings and

confusion in the workplace,

Especially during the early stages of employment, several interview participants described
that they had experienced a minor culture shock with adjusting to the workplace
communication culture. These experiences reflected how a lack of cognitive competencies
and awareness of communication norms can create confusion and misunderstandings while

entering a new working environment.

“To be honest, I was super shy when I just joined the company, especially when I
have to voice my own opinion. Why do I have to tell you what I think...because we
don't get to do that much in Vietnam, we just basically follow what our teachers tell

us to do (Interviewee 11)"’

"I think the biggest changes in the way that I tried to communicate is related to my

mindset. So, at the beginning, I was little bit sensitive...After maybe three or four
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times working and discussing together, they just like give very short answer directly
and don't want to extend the conversation... after chatting and talking more, they
opened more and they changed my mind. Because at first, I thought, you guys are
very cold. You don't want to communicate, but it seems it's a misunderstanding. It's

not like that... So, if I keep talking to them, they just open to me’’. (Interviewee 10).

While some of the interiew participants had felt these early experiences as slightly more
confusing, some participants emphasised that these feelings decreased over time after they
got more used to the surrounding workplace and communication culture. Overall, the
participants felt that they were able to develop their intercultural awareness and behavioural

competencies while working in culturally different environment over time.

“In the beginning when I carried the Vietnamese culture. It was a bit different when
Iworkin a Finnish team... There was a time that I had to adapt to the Finnish culture.
So that's why being flexible and willing to adapt new communication culture is very
crucial... For example, in Finland, I would rather send an e-mail when I want to

communicate something, than just simply call. (Interviewee 8)

It takes some time to adapt, but I am well adapted now. When I first came to Finland
and when I'm forced to address all my supervisors with their first name, it felt
strange. You would be scolded in Vietnam for being rude to your senior if you did

that”’. (Interviewee 4).

“When I just arrived here, everything was very new to me with the Finnish culture.
But I learn... When we start knowing each other, I realised that Finns are also
friendly and they also talk ...If you talk the topic they know, they will talk a bit also

(Interviewee 1).

One of the interview participants described how the previous work and communication
experience he gained in Germany carried over to the Finnish working environment. The
participant explained how long-term collaboration in international projects were able to
develop his communication skills with people from different cultural backgrounds and aid

on integration to his workplace in Finland.

“And we used to work in an international joint project for almost five years. So, I

think I'm also good at collaboration and communication... I used to work with
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Germans and Americans. Even they apply, I would say well to Finland (Interviewee
5)

In the interviews, the need for behavioral flexibility emerged from several participants in a
different form. Interviewee 6 described how she initially used written communication in a
high-context style but then adapted towards the more direct communication style that was
prevalent in her workplace. Furthermore, the interviewee experience show, how behavioural
adaptation and perceiving cultural differences that affect communication can be a long

process.

“I need time to adapt, and I need time to really talk with them and get what they do
and value. For example... When I first came here, I wrote to my colleagues,
everything very lengthy and descriptive. But then what I receive is just OK, thank
you. BR, not even like best regards. Yeah, right now I'm quite the same with it.”’

(Interviewee 6)

Several interview participants described that they had to actively adapt their ways of
communicating depending on the colleague’s background. The interviewees reflected, that

the ability to adapt communication styles is important in international workplaces.

“I had to adapt a lot depending on who I am communicating with, whether it's people
from Europe or maybe even from Middle East. An Indian colleague talked quite a lot
and voiced himself and used a lot of gesture and even sometimes for me it's a bit too

much, but I had to adapt.’’ (Interviewee 8§)

During the adaptation, participants often described how they learned to adjust by observing
others and learning about cultural differences. However, the adjustment of own behaviour
and ways of communication can take time and was described as a potentially time-
consuming process. Moreover, these quotes show that appropriate adaptation to the
surrounding workplace context can require the development of intercultural awareness and

cognitive related skills, which can take time.

“’So this is what those people from that culture like when they communicate, for
example. And understanding comes after. But first you have to be patient and
observe. That's what I think. I just learned to observe. I see that everyone here is
doing that. Then I should blend in and adapt and start doing that, be a bit more open

in the way I communicate’’. (Interviewee 4)



33

“I've been working for a long time in different environments, different companies,
and then in each of that workplace you kind of need to adjust how you behave, how
you speak, how you communicate with people around you...I need some time to warm

up to it and to get used to that.’’ (Interviewee 2).

“There are some boundaries, I, of course need to change my behaviour when I talk
to them... And of course, when a person's asked me about those just of common
questions, but I will quickly adapt to their culture to avoid a misunderstanding...I try
to avoid asking some personal questions, for example, like ages or religions or
salaries, although that’s very very common topic in Asia, but here I need to learn

like how to do it.”” (Interviewee 9)

However, Interviewee 11 reflected that adapting her own communication style to the
surrounding multicultural working environment can involve challenges, especially between

high and low context communication interactions.

" I'm still originally from a high context country, so I try to make things clearer in a
way, but still maintain the tone that I have, like always before... I kind of found myself
slowly get out of this way of high context because, for some culture, high context
doesn't mean that it's not clear enough for people to understand what you are
thinking. What you are saying. What do you want? I kind of struggle with that how

to make it less high context.’’(Interviewee 11)

In addition to Interviewee 11's own behaviour, she explains how her manager adapts the
communication style among his employees from different backgrounds and how such
adaptation can be appreciated by employees. The experience shows how intercultural

competences in managerial level could enhance communication in a team.

“also, my manager, he's Italian and his communication style, It's pretty similar to
mine, but he's also have a very good at adapting. So, he can be really direct to
someone who needs it and be less direct to me. I really appreciate that. (Interviewee

11)

In addition to their own general behaviour and style, several participants described how they
adapted to the communication norms of the common everyday practices of the workplace to
match the different working culture. Generally, the participants reflected the need for

adaptation and being aware of communication norms in daily encounters. Participants had
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described how they were expected to be available at any time, while in Finnish workplaces,

the work-life balance is more valued. These quotes show how the interviewee participants

had respect towards different communication norms of their workplaces in Finland.

“I will reply to emails between office hour and I will never bother people when

they're on holidays, that is, you know, one of the most important... For example: if

it's near holidays, mid-summer Eve, so I should avoid sending e-mail or send some

urgent deadlines.’’ (Interviewee 9)

“But in Vietnam you can just easily call on the person whenever you need. And also,

you can contact them at any time. Sending emails for example even late in the

evening, but in Finland, usually you will respect other people's private time, so you

will try to contact them only during the work hours...For us, it's like you just contact

immediately if you need something.’’ (Interviewee 8)

“but like sometimes if I really want to see them and if I really want to talk to them

about something like immediately, it is annoying because like, I couldn't find them

like in their office.”’ (Interviewee 7)

Apart from the adaptation of one's own or colleagues’ behaviour, the different

communication styles created misunderstandings and were mentioned by several

participants. Many of the participants described that generally, the communication style and

culture at work is more straightforward and lower context, especially with the Finnish

colleagues. The differenecs between high and low context communication was seen as the

major difference between the different communicatioon styles.

“they're quite straightforward.’’ (Interviewee 1)

“my boss is Finnish. So yeah, he always goes straight to the points... Me for

example.... we love to, you know, chat about other things. And then we go to the main

point.”” (Interviewee 3)

" people don't talk a lot, but when they communicate, I feel that they are more direct

to the point... Like we do this, we do that. We need to do that something when they

communicate. But in in Vietnam, I think like there's a lot of context involved... in

normal work scenario, these are the things you have to read.’’ (Interviewee 4)
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However, Interviewee 7 experiences show that not all participants actively perceive cultural
differences in workplace communication, showing the difference in attitudes and

intercultural cognitive awareness between the participants.

“Maybe I'm too dumb to see it, but I don’t see any cultural differences. We just talk
about our projects or something like that. I don’t see any kind of cultural involvement

here.’’ (Interviewee 7)

One interviewee described how the direct communication style of the coworker caused
discomfort, but how both were able to build understanding and improve their relationship at
work after the incident. The experience illustrates how intercultural awareness can be built
over time and how behavioural flexibility of both immigrants and employees from host
country can create stronger work relationships and more effective communication in the

workplace.

“When I just joined the company, I was assigned a place, in a meeting room...there
was a co-worker she just returned from maternity leave. I didn't see her at all and 1
was sitting in a meeting room and she just came in and say hey, that's my place...And
I was super shocked. The next encounter with her, I was asking her some questions
and she just said like Hi, Nope, she's super direct... it was six years ago already ...
she kind of changed in a way. And I was so surprised how warm she is when I last
saw her and we did also talk about this. She said that back then she didn't realise
how important it is to have to have a less direct way of communication, because you

cannot talk like this...she also change a lot in the way she communicate with us.’

(Interviewee 11)

Even after several years in Finland, one of the participants described how some of the
communication habits from the own high context background are deeply rooted in, showing
that awareness differences between culturally different employees require conscious

awarencss.

“even up until now, even after years, I sometimes notice that I do have some habits
from my old culture. And I have to consciously think like “’is that what that person
means or is there something else?’’ And then I have to remind myself — “I'm in

Europe, I'm in Finland. So, they probably mean what they said’’ (Interviewee 4).”’
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Furthermore, as the background of the interviewees are from the high context culture of
Vietnam, some participants felt that the lack of context in the communication created
challenges in the workplace communication among employees of different backgrounds.
These were seen to happen especially during written communication, where the ability to

read the surrounding context and cues were limited.

“We usually communicate by typing and we don’t know the actual emotions of other
people, When [ work in a very international environment, for example, sentences like
please resubmit the assignments. I don't know if'it's like a friendly reminder or is this
a very serious condition. So that kind of thing here in Finland. Because Finns keep
writing quite short and brief. So I don't know if this is they don't show any
impressions in the emails and that is one of my just a little bit confusions. But again

1 don't take it personal (Interviewee 9).

‘

" sometimes I'm not sure if a message is a request, a suggestion or just a comment.
Or is that like a sarcasm or criticism because the tones varies a lot across culture. |

experienced that a lot in work.”’ (Interviewee 11)

“Problem happens a lot in the text communications like you cannot really see what

those what other people mean.’’ (Interviewee 1(0)

A few participants highlighted the differences in how the hierarchy and authority are
expressed and communicated, and how it affects the communication in the supervisor-
employee relationship. While workplaces in Finland were experienced as a flatter hierarchy,
some of the rooted communication habits of the participants were still present. The quotes

show how differences how authority and hierarchy is communicated can require adaptation.

“’So in Vietnam, we really respect our supervisors. We never say no to them. So that's
how it affects me right now. when they want something from me. I never say no to

them.’’ (Interviewee 7)

“ you always need to consider about genders, ages and educational background as
well. But in Finland, no. People are very straightforward and everybody just equal
I'm the manager, but if one of my staff do something wrong but she or he is older
than me then and come from the same culture, she will feel like, yes, you are the
manager, but then you are still very young, how can you know as much as

myself.”’(Interviewee 6)
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“you have to address the person by their position alongside their names, and there's
a strict social hierarchy, so I still have that in my mind somehow. So even when I
approach my supervisors there's still a little bit of a small part of me still saying I
should address them as sir or professor, instead of their first name. It feels strange

and it takes some time to adapt. I still have those.’” (Interviewee 4).

Often in the interviews, participants recognised that Finnish colleagues were more silent and
and didn’t take initation in workplace communication. Several participants expressed how
they had to take initiative in the workplace interpersonal interactions, especially with the
Finnish colleques. Due to these differences, quotes show how participants had to adapt their

own behaviour by initiating workplace conversations with less talkative Finns.

it kind of like affects me a lot in a way and from time to time I kind of change. So
for the work to flow well, I must start forcing myself to open my mouth and talk.
Otherwise, nobody will understand what I want and what I'm going through.’’.

(Interviewee 11)
“Usually, I need to make the first move to like talk with them first.”’ (Interviewee 1)

“I'would say if you are not active, if you are not talkative, it hard to talk with Finns

because they don't want to open their mouth first.”’ (Interviewee 5)

In addition, Interviewee 8 describes how the perceived silence of Finnish colleagues can

affect their ability to criticize something that could be improved in the workplace

“Yeah, I think it does sometimes in a way, because I feel like sometimes, I may be a
bit too straightforward to kind of criticise something that 1 feel like it could be
improved. Whereas I notice here maybe people are a bit shy or maybe a bit hesitate

to open up.’’ (Interviewee 8)

In one case, the participant described how she used to break the ice and build relationships
in her workplace between less talkative Finnish colleagues, by showing interest in Finnish
culture. This experience reflects how showing interest on cultural differences and culture

can help initiate conversations or build relatiohships among the diverse workforce.

" A very basic question 1st about Finnish culture and then after that we, you know
Jjust expand our personality based on those things. I think that that that way is a very

effective way to initiate a conversation at work at least.’’ (Interviewee 9)



38

While most of the interviewees saw the less talkative environment as a slight hinderance,
one of the participants felt more comfortable in a direct and less talkative communication
environment at work, compared to the used communication norms in Vietnam. This shows
how the experiences are individual and the experiences are not the same across the members

of different cultures.

“’they just mind their own business, so it makes me feel very comfortable because
like I'm minding my business, they mind their own business and when we
communicate about something, we don't dive deep into to our personal lives or

whatsoever so. That's what I like about working in Finland.’’ (Interviewee 7)

In addition to written and spoken communication, non-verbal gestures and behaviours have
caused some misunderstandings and confusion with some participants. While no negative
intentions were intended, the findings show how the lack of awareness and knowledge of
different non-verbal behaviours can create some confusion among the employees of different

backgrounds.

“For some culture, they come and hug you or touch you. Right. Like just as a
greeting. But for Vietnamese, it's very offensive for that. So yeah. It caused quite
many problems as work because other people can consider it as sexual harassment.’’

(Interviewee 6)

“I've noticed like, Iranians like to point finger to your face. It's actually a very
common thing, a very common gesture, but in some culture pointing finger to
someone face is inappropriate, ... you have to interact with more people and learn
about the gesture...To avoid some misunderstanding...I got used to it. I don't think
it's personal. I have to observe. Why they do it?. To me, when you work in an

international environment, don’t take it personal.’’ (Interviewee 9)

“I do notice that like there's a big gap still, I think that's one of the thing that's a
little more of a habit that is hard to unlearn... I also noticed that, yeah, I, for example,
I've been taught to, like, keep some level of eye contact, but not too much to cause

discomfort to other people.’’ (Interviewee 4)

Apart from physical gestures, one of the participants described how his Finnish colleagues'

lack facial non-verbal cues and how it hindered the ability to understand the emotions during
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a communication situation. The experience shows the differences between high and low

context communication, and how lack of context can create uncertainty.

“I don't think that like I can still understand that because most of the time I think the
face of Finns are very neutral, and they just only show emotion with their friends or
something like that. And if just the first time they try to talk, even if it's like a very
funny story, they just keep like that. It's quite difficult for me to understand, even until

this point.”’ (Interviewee 10)

5.2 Affective: motivation, openness, and attitudes

While a lot of intercultural communication situations in the workplace were seen to cause
misunderstandings or challenges, many interviewees described how these workplace
interactions brought positive experiences and learning that were valuable both in their
workplaces and outside of it. As the nature of the workplaces of the interviewees were
international and multicultural, participants unsurprisingly felt that the intercultural
communication skills and competencies were important and an essential part of the

interviewee’s workplaces.

“I would say that effective cross-cultural communication is important. It's very
important in my career, because anywhere currently the team is global and I need to
work smoothly with people who have different styles of communications, and it helps
prevent misunderstanding... being able to adapt my communications, make the
collaboration much faster and more efficient, comfortable for everyone. It can also
show the employer that, hey, I can work confidently in a diverse and international

environment’’ (Interviewee 11)

“I think it's quite important because working in the university setting is very much
international, not just the faculties. International students also international, and we
have a lot of international academy conferences where you have to go to other
countries and then you meet up with the universities in those countries and you have

to observe. So it's quite important in my career.’’ (Interviewee 4).
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“I would rate it very important, like extra extra important because in I believe in any
kind of work, communication is still one of the most important key for success in

whatever you do.’’ (Interviewee 2)

However, while the communication skills were seen as important, Interviewee 8 saw that

sometimes the employees don’t utilize these skills in practice.

“Having communication skills itself is important because [ feel sometimes
companies tend to talk a lot about having good communication, but in practice
people don't actually do it. For example, I'm currently struggling a bit with my

internship because communication is really lacking among the team.’’ (Interviewee

8).

While the importance of intercultural communication were highlighted by several
participants, many participants described how these intercultural interactions with
colleagues were able to broaden their understanding of different cultures and perspectives.
Furthermore, these interactions allowed a development of intercultural competencies that
Overall, these quotes show high affective intercultural communication competencies,

especially openness and appreciation of cultural differences in communication.

I enjoy most how people coming from different cultures bring completely new
perspective that I would never discover on my own. And I feel so lucky to have many
met so many talented individuals. Including my mentors, who have shaped the way
that I am now. There were so many times that it just click and I was like, hey, why

didn't I ever think about that?’’ (Interviewee 11)

“I learned a lot from them, even like there's something that maybe I feel like it's not
correct in my culture. But when I listen, I understand like okay, that's the where when
they would teach like that the reason behind what they believe or do. And yeah,
talking with them also like help me to understand like how you can engrave in the

other culture, how you can deal with people from different countries.’’ (Interviewee

)

Furthermore, Interviewee 6 & 3 shared the views of the other participants, that these
interactions were able to broaden their understanding of different cultures. In addition they

explained that these competencies can be used in both in professional context or in their free
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time. Furthermore, their experiences show affective competencies, such as positive attitudes

and enjoyment of intercultural interactions

“I always like to travel, so they sharing their culture, they sharing their heritage. It's
always fascinating me about when I listen to other people about that and from my
perspective is that like working with other culture, other culture can bring a very
good working experience or working attitude on the table and sharing with the whole

team. You can learn from them a lot’’ (Interviewee 6).

“I really enjoy because I love culture. I love communicate with people from different
culture .... I love to know about maybe about like travelling, so like famous the
destination I can go to If I travelled to their countries. Or what's the differences or

common between their cultures and my cultures’’ (Interviewee 3).

Furthermore, Interviewee 9 reflected on how multicultural interaction can widen her self-

awareness and develop her as a person.

2

“For example, I live in Vietnam, I was born and raised in Vietnam... It's
international city already. But when I move abroad and interact with many people
around the world, I think I'm pretty small, honestly. And the more I talk, the more |

surprise because there's something that I never experienced before.’’ (Interviewee
9).

Similarly, participant described and highlighted, how intercultural interaction can enhance
and widen both personal and work-related experiences, allowing them to grow both

professionally and as a person.

“I would say listen to their stories because each culture carries different meanings
in the way they do. So sometimes for my culture it's acceptable, but for their culture
it's not acceptable to do some certain behaviour. So then by working with different
people you get different inputs and different ways of viewing things, so it enrich the

contents of the work and my personal experience as well.”’(Interviewee §8)

However, one participant explained that while intercultural interaction can be exciting, the
interactions can create uncertainty about how to communicate appropriately across a

different cultures without offending the person or creating misunderstandings.
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“There's a lot of things to enjoy, you know, you get to know a lot more about the
person. You get to know a lot more about their cultures. And as I said before, it's a
very interesting to learn, you know, the tiny, tiny things about a different culture that
you never know about and then, oh, that's that's very interesting. And then you get

that stuck in your head and then you probably never forget about it.”” (Interviewee

2)

“I would say excitement and nervous at the same time... you get excited when you
talk to people from different cultures. But I also feel nervous, because I would feel
like I didn't know that the way I'm speaking or the way I'm talking to them would
make them understand. Or would that offend them in any way possible.”

(Interviewee 2)

To manage such uncertainty, a few participants described the importance of knowing the
boundaries and asking colleagues if the topics are appropriate. These interviews shows hows
the affective competencies such as respect of cultural differences are used in workplace

communication context.

“That I will ask them first about their culture. Like what? What i must to avoid or,
you know, always appropriate to ask. So whenever I start to, you know, get to know
them, OK. This is appropriate to ask. asking for age is actually not very polite in
common ground in general in Europe, but asking for age in Asian culture is actually
a very common thing, so when I meet someone, I have, you know, a boundaries first.”’

(Interviewee 9)

[ feel respected, to be honest. We are all from different countries. So we need to
respect like the others boundaries. There are a lot of things we need to consider we

want to talk about things, or if we should mention it.”’ (Interviewee 7)

One of the participants described how the differences with humour among the culturally
different colleagues can create misunderstandings during the socialisation at the workplace.
While this situation was not meant to be offensive, the humor could be interpreted differently
depending on the cultural background. The quote shows, how intercultural sensitivity can be

needed due to the different backgrounds.
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“Southern Europeans, they like to joke around. Make some joke about you or
something like that. But don't really mean anything. But for people from my own

country, it will be offensive.’” (Interviewee 6)

When such communication misunderstandings happened due to language or cultural
reasons, Interviewee 1 explained that he actively reflects on the misunderstanding that
happened at work, and would follow up with colleagues to make sure that no
misunderstanding remained before the next shift. Interviewees' experience shows how
behavioural competencies and motivation to clarify misunderstandings can create better

communication between employees.

“I kind of think about it a lot, but after work like if I still feel that I may come to talk
with them or text them later. So like on our next shift, everything goes smoothly. 1

won't let that happen. Like continuously.’’ (Interviewee 1)

While the previous experience happened in the workplace environment, one participant
highlighted the importance of an educated and professional workplace environment to

mitigate such experiences amongst the multicultural staff

“I think not in academia because here it's full of educated people and of course
people are very formal but outside... people misunderstanding me about I'm
Vietnamese, but they're misunderstanding me to be Chinese or from Thailand... And
sometimes I got very rude or very impolite responds or questions... But as I say, I
don't take it personal. Just, you know, when you go abroad, don't take anything

personal. you'd be depressed for a long time.’’ (Interviewee 9).

However, most of the participants haven’t experienced such issues at their workplaces and
generally felt lucky to not have experienced such issues. The experiences show that the open
attitudes of the colleagues regarding to multicultural communication and general
professionalism among the interviewee participants aided the creation of an inclusive

communication environment and helped to create more positive experiences.

“I don't think so. I think like because it's already a very multicultural

’

environment, so everyone kind of treats everyone else the same.’

(Interviewee 4)
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“’So at least at this point, after four year working and communicating with
the Finns and European guys here, I don't feel like that maybe I'm a little bit

in luck (Interviewee 10)”’

I never encountered that before because, you know, like I get pretty lucky
with that because like with most of my colleagues, we kind of like adjust
ourselves to talk with each other’s in a good manner, in a professional

manner. So, I haven't encountered any of that yet.’’ (Interviewee 2)

" Luckily, I don't have to put myself in that situation yet. Not now. I don't
know in the future. I haven't experienced any different in communication,

because of my cultural background.”’ (Interviewee 3).

“I haven't experienced anything like that at work for very long time I've been

working in Finland.’’ (Interviewee 6).

Several participants felt that the ability to be open-minded in a multicultural environment is
one of the most important communication skills in a multicultural workplaces. Interviewees
experiences reflected high intercultural sensitivity competencies and  showed that
intercultural openness, staying curious, and trying to understand other perspectives during

daily workplace interactions aided the workplace interactions.

“start doing that, be a bit more open in the way I communicate. And not be
true, constrained by my own culture. Essentially, I had to unlearn what 1

learned from my culture to adapt this new knowledge.’’ (Interviewee 4).

“I think it's also the same story with other colleagues, for example, I went to
Sweden and Denmark. Of course, people are a little bit opener, but it's still
like a little bit colder. But at the beginning, I always use the same strategies,

I need to be like an open person, not to be shy.’’ (Interviewee 10)

“I'm like very open-minded person. I think it's also how I see myself. So that's
I think it's very important... I have to explore a little bit about their
backgrounds, know a little bit about their backgrounds Maybe I can chat with
them, discuss with them a little bit about maybe as I started finding things in

common.’’ (Interviewee 3)
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In addition, for being open-minded, Interviewee 11 emphasised the importance of having
intercultural awareness of the different communication context to understand and mitigate

misunderstandings when communicating with people from different cultures.

“You show that you care and you have good intentions, or the second thing
would be to practise active listening. You should ask question and try not to
assume things. What other person's means? The tone, the body language,

what is being implied? (Interviewee 11)

Furthermore, Interviewee 11 reflected how her manager’s intercultural communication
competence, especially affective aspects such as openness, curiosity, and respect toward

other cultures aided on creating welcoming communication culture.

“the CEO, for example, he was super considerate when talking with me and
the way he tell me the stories about how his Vietnam trip went, how nice the
people there, how different are the people there like the Finnish people and
yeah, it's we are much more exotic comparing to Finnish culture so and I can

see that how much he is appreciating our culture in his eyes.’’ (Interviewee

11)

In contrast, while asking about the main perceived communication challenges in their
workplaces, few participants explained that other employees lack of experience or lack of
intercultural communication skills were seen as a issue in their workplaces. Overall, these
reflections suggest that intercultural communication competencies are needed holistically

across the organisations.

“’So the fact that my colleague is also open minded and have been working

internationally is also important to me.’’ (Interviewee 4)

“people don't actually try to understand other people's culture... maybe the
lack of experiences. But when you're from different culture working together
in the same team and you don't try to be flexible and you don't try to
understand other people's perspective. Then of course conflicts will

happen.’’(Interviewee §).
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5.3 Language related experiences and barriers

Language related experiences and challenges of the immigrants in their workplaces created
one of the most consistent themes from the data. Several interviewees felt that language
barriers created the most challenges inside their multicultural workplaces. However, the

experienced severity of the language barriers varied between the participants.

[ think the biggest challenge when working with people from different culture is

the language.’’ (Interviewee 3)

" Well, actually of course is the language barrier, and I think the more thing is the

language barrier and the cultural differences.’’ (Interviewee 9)

" many time like language barrier or like communication issues happen at work.’’

(Interviewee 6).

The experienced language barriers were caused by several different factors. Few of the
participants explained, how they had experienced language misunderstandings in their teams

due to lack of practical language skills or differences with English proficiency levels.

"’ Not all of us are good at delivering what we really want or what we think language
barrier is always a big thing working with a lot of people from different countries
and of course like there's also a lot of differences as well. Actually, they are working
in here in Finland, but their English is not the best. So, it can cause a lot of

misunderstandings.’’ (Interviewee 7)

“even when we had some jobs in English, it'd be hard for me to understand that.

What they're meaning.’’ (Interviewee 35)

While explaining the causes of language challenges in the workplace, Interviewee 11
emphasised how patience, experience, and openness are important when dealing with
language challenges. The quote shows how adaptation to these challenges takes time and

can be mentally consuming while in the work environment.

“I think one more important thing is patience because your level of English are not
the same...for example, vocabulary differences, accents or different ways of how

you're structuring your thoughts and you should try to adapt and get more experience
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with multiple culture ...For me, it's still a very big journey to go because it takes a

lot of energy to actually adapt to someone so different than me.’’ (Interviewee 11)

In addition to Interviewee 11, Interviewee 10 highlighted the misunderstandings caused by
the coworker’s accent and the speed of the spoken language. However, the particiapnts

reflected that these challenges are manageable in the end.

of course, the accent. Sometimes some guys from India or even some American guy,
they talk too fast...that can cause some difficulty, but at the end of the day, everything
is still OK for me.’” (Interviewee 10).

While most of the language barriers experienced by the participants were experienced
between the employees of the company, Interviewee 1 explained a language barrier
happening at a customer-facing role. The language barrier due to lack of shared language
and language skills was seen to lead to negative emotions by both the employee and the

customer.

“And it sometimes makes really awkward situation... I kind of feel it’s hard to
understand them because sometimes you Finns speak Finnish kind of fast... I can’t
understand and I cannot talk back to them, so I can see that they feel annoyed about
that. I experienced that there's some lady come and ask something in Finnish, but |
want to say sorry. She just feel angry and go away. Yeah, that's the situation I face

often.’’ (Interviewee 1).

Some of the situations required the coworkers to actively interpret and clarify the meanings
of the communication due to a lack of language skills. At times, the help of colleagues was
asked due to a lack of language skills. Overall, these situations took time from both

conversation participants as the employees asked to help to translate meanings.

“when I try to communicate with some old supervisor and the English is not so good,
so I think that is the most difficult one. Even so that that sometimes they need to try
to explain in Finnish and they try to tell, OK, so my colleague, try to explain. Because
they don't have like very good English skills. I mean, that's the most difficult

one.’’(Interviewee 1(0)



48

""When they cannot clearly express the problems in a common language...So that's
the challenge, because I have to guess what they're saying and I have to interpret

again to them and confirm that is that what is that.’’ (Interviewee 2)

Furthermore, while most of the challenges were seen to be caused by practical language

related challenges rather than cultural, cultural and linguistic background was seen to impact

daily language usage and influence how communication in a non-native language was

produced or interpreted amogst the different employees. While speaking grammatically

correct English, participants still experienced difficulties to express or understand meanings.

“I would say that my big communication challenge has been how differently people
phrase things in English depending on our culture and their culture. Yeah, the same
sentence can sound direct, emotional or neutral depends on who is saying it, and
sometimes even myself, and I'm sure that many people, they kind of misread the
intention behind the words like, hey, that's not really what I mean... So this makes
me extra careful about the tone and always try to double check the meaning when

something is unclear and try not to assume anything.”’ (Interviewee 11).

“We use the common language the English, so sometimes it's hard to describe
something that we have in our mind, in our mother tongue. But when you talk English

like, you cannot find a word for that’’ (Interviewee ).

I want to speak English. And most of the time it is their second language. Not
everyone's from US or UK, so sometimes a person means something in their own

language, but they could not find the English word to convey it to me’’ (Interviewee

2).

Some of the participants described how language and cultural differences can limit the ability

to small talk or socialise in the workplace amongst colleagues. While most of the challenges

with language were related to work, the language barriers can affect normal social interaction

in the work community.

’say something, meaning in Finnish is very funny or like I you know it's will
sometimes, it will create some misunderstanding because of the language barrier.”’

(Interviewee 6)
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“if we're having small talk at like over coffee, then they talk about something in their
culture and they don't know how to translate that to English. Then we can't really go

forward (Interviewee 4)

In addition to the misunderstandings caused by just linguistic, cultural backgrounds, or
practical skills, Interviewee 10 described how these situations can be caused by a
combination of things. Overall, the experience shows how workplace communication among

culturally diverse employees can be a complex process.

“I was in a situation with my supervisor... I tried to explain something and I didn't
want to say that “Hey, you are wrong and this should be like the correct way. And
we should follow this one’’. I didn't intend to say something like that, but maybe
because of the pressure of the meeting, maybe the difference of the language. Of
course, he's a Finn and I'm a Vietnamese, and English is the secondary language, so
we don't understand each other. And he was angry. And I felt like he was shocked.
And he said to me that like, "OK, if you really want to do something like that. Then
you can do’’ and after that, I tried to talk with him. “’Hey, So what is going on?’’
And he said, that you said “OK, so this is like the correct one’’. No, no, no, no.
Maybe I used the wrong word. Or maybe because of my facial expression or
something like that. So yeah, one Finn and one Vietnamese try to use the English.

Sometimes it can cause a problem.’’ (Interviewee 10)

Apart from the language misunderstandings and practical challenges, only some participants
experienced feelings of exclusion or stereotyping behaviour from both colleagues and from
the customers. These were seen to hinder workplace communication and create feelings of

exclusion

I have it almost every day when people start discussing in Finnish and I am the
only non-Finnish speaker in a team. Then it becomes challenging because I don't
really understand what they're talking about and sometimes I would ask is it possible
if we can discuss in English? It happened to my previous workplace that I got the
answer like “Why should I switch to English for you? You don't have to even
understand’’. But we are from the same team, so maybe there's something that is

important that I need to know for the work purposes, but they refuse.’” (Interviewee

8
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“I noticed even like those people that have been living in Finland and speak Finnish
fluently,. It’s quite challenging when the Finnish people see our face and they will
think that we don't speak English or will think that we don't speak Finnish that good’’

(Interviewee 6)

As the participants experienced language barriers at the workplace, several participants
described their coping or adaptation strategies when dealing with language barriers. These
included the accommodation and simplifying sentences and speech to mitigate the language
difficulties due to different levels of language comprehension. However, the experiences

show that adaptation can be a consuming process for the employees.

I need to use more easy or simple, clearer sentence for them to understand and

that takes some effort.”” (Interviewee 11)

"’just on the spot. You use whatever you can think of body gesture or even you if you
take a pen and paper and you draw it out of your ideas. Or then you can just simply
ask to talk slower, talk more clearly an easy term to understand. So mainly it is on
the spot and then you know after a few times and you you kind of get what other
persons are talking about and in the long run you kind of understand the person and

you like, ah, this is what you mean and then you know.’’ (Interviewee 2)

Similarly to Interviewee 2, interviewees described their way of mitigating language barriers
by using different tools or technology that are available on hand during the interactions.
Moreover, other employees were often asked to help explain or translate, requiring

additional effort from other employees to manage language based misunderstandings.

“you need to use some phone show them the image or the meaning so they
understand... we will like find meaning the picture and then we show them, OK, this
is what I mean before or we just use translator or We, or maybe some of the other
people come and they understand that and they explain for each other the real

meaning... we need some people from their country to explain to them.’’ (Interviewee
1)

Interviewee 3 emphasized the need for local language skills in both work and non-work
environments. The interviewees’ views show the importance of affective and intercultural

sensitivity skills to be able to integrate better into the host country environment.
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“You need to learn their language. So in order to not just like a normal conversation,
like daily conversation, but also learning their language. Also learning about their
culture and also show respect. Like, oh, you respect the culture because language
belonged to culture. So that's why I try to learn Finnish so I can integrate myself into
the society and hopefully maybe in the future I can find a job in Finnish or I can

communicate in Finnish.”’ (Interviewee 3)

5.4 Improving intercultural communication in organisation

The interview participants' experience in various organisations demonstrated that most of
the organisations were not utilising training, such as language or cultural awareness classes,
for their employees. Among all the interviewees, only Interviewee 1 had participated in a
mandatory culture awareness training organised by the company to improve intercultural
interactions in his workplace. However, Interviewee 1 didn’t think that such courses were

too helpful to aid intercultural interactions in the workplace.

“We also have some course provided by the company, like working and
communicating in the multi-cultural environment. So it's help us to understand the

different culture...but usually I learn from my colleague more than the course.’

(Interviewee 1).

“he had he invited some professional into to our company to train. How to give
feedback efficiently and feedbacks can be taken differently between the
cultures...each team will be in one room and they will discuss what is their preferred
communication language or way...it's pretty nice to have some kind of events like
that organised, it also kind of like create some safe space for asking questions and

clarify meanings and would reduce misunderstanding.’’ (Interviewee 11)

While asking the participants who didn’t participate to such a course if they feel that it would
be beneficial or helpful for them to improve communication during their daily work, the
opinions were mixed. The courses were seen either as bureaucratic or not as impactful as

real intercultural learning during interpersonal experiences at work.

> And when it's some kind of courses, mandatory courses, then employees and people

just think of it as a bureaucracy. We do this so it is done and they don't really care
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or think about it. But when they actually get to be integrated in a multicultural
environment themselves and experience it first hand, it's different. It's different when
you go to an event where you see all your international colleague. And you get to
know them personally. It's different compared to going to a class where you are told
to be, you have to be more to like, multicultural. It doesn't really work. That's why I

think so. It can be helpful, but yeah.”” (Interviewee 4)

“I'm thinking that my company doesn't have any training like that...I think it's good
that companies with international staff, they should have the training. For the staff

about communication and cultural differences.’’ (Interviewee 6)

As the interviewees had extensive and several years of experience living in Finland,
Interviewee 6 sees that such cultural awareness courses would have been helpful during the
early experiences in Finland, but after working for years, the experiences at the workplace
and in the overall society has been able to teach the communication norms needed at the

workplace.

I think before yes, when I first come to Finland, but right now I don't think so,

because I've been living here long enough already.’’ (Interviewee 6).

Outside the workplaces, some of the participants had taken Finnish culture and
communication courses, either provided by universities or governmental integration
programs. Furthermore, Interviewee 10 had taken a class to study Finnish culture and
language in Vietnam. However, while these courses were seen as useful to help the
interviewees survive in daily interactions outside the work, their value to improve workplace
communication or be used in workplace situations was low. However, most of the
interviewees used and relied on English as their daily working language apart from a few
customer-facing roles and other interpersonal encounters. None of the interviewees reported

having taken English language classes to support workplace communication.

" I have taken quite a couple of Finnish courses...then I took some extra courses in
Helsinki...it kind of helped me build the foundation. But does it work? Does it help

at work? I wouldn't say so.’” (Interviewee 11)

1 think it's helpful because now I can communicate like very basic conversation in
Finnish...If I go to the shop, I just speak English. But now when I go to the shop, 1

can speak Finnish... It's very difficult because most of the workplaces will be in
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Finnish, so that that's the thing I find the most challenging. So that's why I try to

learn Finnish so I can integrate myself into the society. (Interviewee 3).

I participated in one class when I was still in Vietnam before I came here... It was
a very short class, and it just gave very, very simple words and I think I cannot use

what I learned too much at work from that course. (Interviewee 10).

" In university for us, it's compulsory to study three Finnish courses...but to get to
the level that you can work and communicate like a native... Like a local person, I
think it's not possible for me... Not at work. Maybe when you use for daily tasks...but
nothing that you can use at work. Maybe you can understand their conversation by

hearing some words or sentences but not like you can fully communicate with them”’.

(Interviewee 8)

While the majority of the interviewees’ workplaces didn’t offer any cultural awareness,
language or sensitivity training, some participants mentioned that their company had held

social events for the staff that helped them to get to know each other.

My boss organised an event where the employees can get together. [ think that's
very good example of event that the boss can organise for the employee to get to

know each other’’. (Interviewee 3).

In a similar vein, Interviewee 5&1 suggested that companies should organise some group
event so to have people to understand and work better. (Interviewee 5), While asking what
companies could do to improve communication amongst the multicultural staff, most of the
interviewees suggested that, instead of company-provided courses to enhance intercultural
communication, it would be more beneficial for employees to learn about their coworkers to
improve their intercultural communication skills through different social activities organised

by the workplace.

"I tried to reach out to the department about this matter like we should have some,
you know, party. Or at least some occasions or some meeting where we can exchange
our culture. Because when we are understanding about different culture is kind of
make us a bit closer...culture is one of the things when we get close and we
understand about the people and their cultural habits, we can work more

effectively... Of course, we have some Christmas party but it's mainly about work. It
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is not about, you know, culture exchange or some personal situation exchange.’’

(Interviewee 9).

 ...Events or something where they like a team building activity or some kind of
staff hangout, where people can casually talk to each other and, get to know each
other better with a focus on getting to know each other culturally as well and not just
like normal team building activities... from the management level that can be done
to make sure that the place is more inclusive, more multicultural. And if I have to
choose between that and having some kind of cultural courses, then I would not pick

the courses.’’ (Interviewee 4).

Interviewee 11 had experienced such an event and described it as helpful to build

cohesiveness amongst the multicultural staff.

“And management, they also offer brief training and guidelines on cultural
difference so people can understand each other's better, like for example, we have a
gathering like on a day we can just for in Vietnamese culture, and there was a Nepal
day was arranged so people can understand more about Nepalese culture. Yeah. So
we have several events...they are nice...the main thing for this event to happen is to
bring people together and by bringing people together and having them spend time

together.”’ (Interviewee 11)

Overall, the interview participants felt that their experience of cultural or language courses
was not significantly helping them during their daily work. Instead of the courses, the
participants felt that getting to know the colleagues through social activities would develop

intercultural communication skills more effectively.

5.5 Summary of findings

Findings of this study show that communication with culturally diverse employees with a
non-native language can be a complex process, which is influenced by the cultural and
communication style differences between immigrants and other employees. As mentioned
by Chen (2017), effective intercultural communication should contain all, affective,

cognitive, and behavioural dimensions.
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While examining the findings of this research in relation of dimensions of Chen & Starosta’s
(1996) framework, affective, cognitive, and behavioural aspects were often present in the
intercultural workplace communication experiences of the immigrants in some extent. From
an affective perspective, the experiences of the immigrants showed that despite the
experienced communication challenges in their workplaces, the immigrants were often
motivated, open, and enthusiastic towards the intercultural communication encounters and
other cultural differences. The immigrants often felt, that these encounters allowed to
develop ICC competencies to be used in both personal and professional context. While the
immigrants often demonstrated these high intercultural sensitivity competencies, some
anxiety and uncertainty were visible in their experiences at times. Overall, the Vietnamese
immigrants often highlighted the importance of affective competencies such as empathy and
open-mindedness towards cultural differences during their intercultural communication

experiences at their workplaces.

From a behavioural perspective, the experiences of immigrants show that intercultural
communication at workplace can often require behavioral competencies such as behavioural
flexibility. At times, immigrants’ adaptation to meet communication norms or change their
communication styles were seen as time- or mentally consuming due to a lack of knowledge
and cognitive competencies on appropriate communication styles in the workplace. While
companies have used training and policies to standardize communication culture in
organizations, the immigrants of this study relied mainly on their own initiative and
observations to adapt their behaviour and learn about communication norms of the

workplace or employees of different cultures.

From a cognitive and intercultural awareness perspective, immigrants were generally aware
of some general cultural differences that affected the both own or other employees
communication behavior. The main perceived differences were between high-low context
communication styles. However, misinterpretation of these differences were common at
times even amongst the immigrants who had been in Finland for a longer period of time.
These experiences shows, that it can be difficult to notice communication related cultural
differences and employ intercultural awareness in practice, even after being in the country

for longer time.

In addition, the findings of the study show that workplace communication between

immigrants and other employees is often connected in a non-native language context, which
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can often lead to misunderstandings and challenges due to different levels of language
proficiency. While previous literature has shown that organisations can actively support
these interactions and development of these intercultural communication competencies
through training, the findings of this study showed that organisations often offered limited
support. Overall, immigrants had to often learn about differences or norms in their
workplaces by own observation or iniativite. However, across different organisations,
immigrants often felt and mentioned that informal activities between employees would be

an effective way to learn and enhance communication between culturally diverse employees.

The figure below illustrates the findings in relation to the ICC dimensions. The figure show
how the ICC competencies form the core layer in communication experiences with culturally
diverse employees in workplaces, while language and workplace context are seen as a outer

layer in the communication experiences.

Workplace context
Organisational athmoshphere influence communication experience,
while limited workplace training requires employees to rely on their
own initiative. Opportunity to do infermal social interactions improves
IC experience

/ Non-Native working language context \
Non-native language communication can creats
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Understanding how own and colleagues’
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communication influence workplace communication

Challenges
Misintarprating culturaily diffarent colleagues’
communication.

Limitad knowlsdge of how culturally different
colleagues communicate.
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Uncartainty and nervousness in
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BEHAVIORAL

Experience Challenges
Actively adjusting communication sds, T Dyricuttios on adapting own
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Figure 4 Intercultural Communication Competence experiences in workplaces
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6 Discussion

This chapter discusses the findings and aims to answer the research question of this study by
using the gathered interview data, themes and comparing it to the reviewed literature and
prior research. This research aimed to dig deeper on this theme to investigate How do
immigrants experience communication in their new home country's workplace. Also, the sub
research questions aimed to dig deeper on the experienced challenges and perceived support
systems employed by the companies. The following chapter is organised by the different
themes that emerged from the findings and discusses them in relation to previous research.
While examining the findings with Chen & Starosta (1996) ICC model, the respondents’
communication experiences were closely related to the aspects of cognitive, behavioural and
affective intercultural competencies. The interview results of this study show, that these

experiences can be often present in many multicultural Finnish organisations

6.1 Behavioral & Cognitive: Navigating cultural and communication style

differences

The cultural differences in communication styles and lack of understanding between high
and low context communication were seen as one of the causes of experienced challenges in
intercultural communication encounters (Peltokorpi 2007; Levitt 2022; Tan & Masuyama
2019). While inspecting the findings of this thesis in the perspective of the cognitive
competencies, the interviewee participants were generally aware of the main differences in
communication styles and cultural values affecting communication in their Finnish
workplaces in retrospect. The main experienced differences were often due to high and low-
context- communication differences between immigrants and other employees. The findings
show that especially during the early experiences of the employment in a new country,
immigrants were lacking the needed cognitive and intercultural awareness competencies at
times. The lack of intercultural competencies were seen to create uncertainty and
misunderstandings between the immigrants and the other employees. However, the

immigrants were often able to build their intercultural communication competencies, by



58

observing and actively interacting with the other employees. The findings show that these

adjustments were done usually without organisational courses or onboarding.

The results show the dynamic aspects of ICC. Often, by building cognitive intercultural
competencies and awareness, the immigrants were later able to behaviorally adapt to the
surrounding communication culture at the workplaces. These patterns reflect Chen (2009)
categorisation of building intercultural awareness into three stages, from recognising
superficial traits to gaining understanding of more subtle differences and insider knowledge.
Aulia, Fitrisia & Haqqu (2024) also suggest that knowledge of the host culture and having
intercultural communication competencies can decrease initial shock. Most of the
participants of this study had participated in a Finnish language and culture class during their
studies in Finland or abroad before arriving, the courses were seen to be too basic. The
immigrants often felt that these classes didn’t help them during their daily communication

experiences at work.

The findings of this study indicate that the cultural or language training should be better
connected to the working life to allow better integration of immigrants to a different
communication culture. While some experienced stronger challenges initially, the findings
show how previous work experience and other communication experiences from countries
with similar communication cultures had increased the cognitive and awareness related
competencies, making it easier to adjust the communication culture in Finnish workplaces.
Previous research has noted the positive impact of previous experience with intercultural

communication on developing individuals’ intercultural competencies (Cuhlova 2019).

Several interviewees expressed that one of the main challenges in intercultural
communication in their workplaces can be the absence of the intercultural communication
competencies from the other employees. The findings highlighted the importance of ICC
skills across the orgnisations, and that these competencies are needed holistically in
companies to make communication experiences in these workplaces better. The previous
literature related to multicultural workplace communication has highlighted the importance
for employees to recognise different communication styles and recognise differences
between high- and low-context communication during workplace interaction (Levitt 2022;

Adair, Buchan, Chen & Liu 2024).
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The findings of this study show how the differences in communication and cultural styles
can affect completing the work tasks effectively or socialising with the other employees.
One of the main challenges in relation to intercultural awareness for the participants was the
perceived directness and lack of context used by Finnish colleagues in verbal and written
communication. As noted by Granlund and Lukka (1998) and Petkova (2015), Finnish
communication culture is often comfortable with silence and is characterised by directness.
In this study, participants often described how it was difficult to interpret silence and how
Finnish colleagues were often more silent and reserved. The experiences of immigrants
further show that they sometimes had to force themselves to initiate conversations and make
the first move in workplace communication as the colleques were perceived more silent.
Overall, the findings higlighted that these differences in communication styles and lack of
cognitive competencies could result misunderstandings in both written and verbal
communication. To mitigate the lack of cognitive competencies, the participants had often

actively asked to clarify meanings or ask what is appropriate.

In addition to verbal and written communication, previous research shows how differences
in non-verbal communication styles can create misunderstandings in international
organisations (Widianti 2021; Tan & Masuyama 2019; Hwang 2025). Furthermore,
according to Hall (1976) high context cultures rely more on surrounding context during the
communication. The findings of the study support the previous literature partly. While most
of the participants didn’t experience significant misunderstandings due to differences with
non-verbal communication, some participants had varied experiences. The high and low
context misunderstandings were especially experienced due to Finnish co-workers neutral
emotions or lack of non-verbal cues in both written or verbal communication. This was seen
especially in virtual communication, which has been seen as a challenge for members of
high-context cultures in previous studies (Waight et al 2022). Overall, the findings showed
how the lack of intercultural communication competencies to read these situations especially
due to differences with high- and low context communication backgrounds could result into

confusion and delays in workplace communication.

Some immigrants also noted that cultural and communication style differences continue to
affect workplace communication even after they had been living in Finland for a longer time,

showing how own learned communication habits can be rooted in and difficult to change or
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notice at times. These findings reflect Hofstede et al.'s (2010) “’onion’’ model of culture and

how different values or practices can be rooted in deeply.

While inspecting the findings in behavioral perspective, previous literature has highlighted
several behavioural aspects of intercultural communication competence, such as behavioural
flexibility and the ability to adapt communication styles in intercultural communication
encounters. These skills have been seen as important, as difficulties in cross-cultural
adaptation can negatively affect communication effectiveness and performance in
multicultural workplaces (Chen 2009; Portalla & Chen 2010; Tan & Masuyama 2019; Shi
& Wang 2014). The findings of this study support the earlier research findings.

In this study, many participants reflected that to communicate effectively in multicultural
workplaces, adaptation or flexibility was often needed. This included to be flexible with both
written and spoken communication. Especially, the behavioral flexibility mentioned by Chen
(2009), was highlighted during the immigrants' daily workplace communication
experiences. Immigrants adapted their communication by writing shorter messages, being
more direct, and using more low-context communication. Often, the Vietnamese employees
had to shift from high-context communication towards the more low-context communication
of more direct and brief communication, which was often the norm in their workplaces in
Finland. The experiences of the interviewees show that adapting your communication style
is often needed to some extent to create good and effective communication in multicultural
teams. This is consistent with previous research showing that employees often need to adjust
both written and spoken communication to make communication in multicultural teams

more effective (Anawati & Craig 20006).

While the interview participants mostly reflected on their own behavior, the findings show
that the adaptation was often used by other employees as well. In some cases, it was
highlighted that the managers and other co-workers’ ability to adjust their behavior in
relation to the international employees or immigrants was appreciated and helped to create
better communication environment. These findings correlate with previous research, that
intercultural communication competencies are needed holistically across the organization to
create a good communication environment. Prior research has shown similar attitudes on
how employees should be trained across the organization related to intercultural
communication and needed skills (Yoshida, Yashiro & Suzuki 2013). This adaptation was

often needed to navigate different workplace norms and values, such as adapting and
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addressing supervisors in flat-hierarchy environments or not expecting employees to always
be reachable. For some, this behavioral adaptation was time-consuming due to a lack of

intercultural awareness of communication norms and culture.

Overall, the findings of the study show that the workplace communication experience of the
immigrants in Finland can be a complex process. The daily communciation experiences of
the immigrants were often influenced by differences in communication styles and cultural
differences. The experiences show, that the employees often had to adapt and be behaviorally
flexible to communicate and navigate in the diverse worplaces and to create better

communication in the team.

6.2 Affective: Motivation, openess & attitudes

Chen and Starosta (1996) frameworks affective dimension, the intercultural sensitivity,
reflects a person’s ability to emphasize, motivation, and respect for cultural differences.
Overall, the participants of this study showed high intercultural sensitivity during their

intercultural communication encounters.

While participants had experienced several misunderstandings or challenges while
communicating in culturally diverse workplaces, many of them reflected the interactions as
interesting and enjoyable, demonstrating intercultural sensitivity competencies defined by
(Chen & Starosta 2000; Chen 2009), such as interaction enjoyment and respect towards
different cultures during the intercultural situations. Although intercultural communication
related situations were often unavoidable due to international nature of the workplaces,
participants did not perceive these interactions as mandatory or negative. The immigrants
often mentioned how these encounters were enjoyable and interesting aspects of their
everyday work. The results of this study relate to previous research conducted by Gut et al
(2017), where the results indicate that, even with intercultural communication challenges
present in the workplace, overall interactions were seen as positive among the multicultural
employees. Overall, most likely due to the educational and personal background of the
interviewees, the participants were seen to be open and enthusiastic to interact and
communicate at work with colleques from different backgrounds. Furthermore, several
participants emphasised the ability to be open-minded, empathetic, and being able to adjust

during these interactions with multicultural colleques.
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These experiences show, how immigrants with such background can demonstrate high
intercultural sensitivity skills and how these affective and intercultural sensitivity skills are
often needed in everyday workplace communication in a multicultural team. These
observation supports earlier research. The previous research has noted that individuals who
willingly and with their own initiative move and work outside their home country are
significantly more likely to be open to actions or ideas of culturally different people.
Moreover, employees who are open-minded, show cultural empathy and are adaptable can
have easier time to adjust their behavior in culturally different environments. (Albrecht,
Dilchert, Deller & Paulus 2014; Peltokorpi 2008). The background of the interviewees were
highly international and many of the respondents reflected how they have enjoyed

intercultural interactions in the past, both in professional and personal environments.

The findings of the study show, that while these communication interactions are mandatory
and unavoidable in the participant's workplaces, they can also be opportunities for personal
learning and development of different intercultural communication competencies. The
results indicated, that these workplace intercultural communication encounters allowed the
immigrants to gain better understanding of cultural differences, that can be used both in
professional and personal contexts. Overall, the immigrants communication experiences
allowed to gain better understanding and look on cultural differences that affect
communication in both professional and personal contexts. The findings are aligned with the
previous research, where intercultural communication encounters between culturally
different individuals have been seen to allow personal growth and broaden one's own
worldview and to aid to understand the differences between the different people (Nam, Yang

& Draeger JR 2023).

While inspecting the employees’ motivational aspects of the affective intercultural
communication competencies, most of the participants of this study had described how
intercultural communication skills were seen as important and valued during their daily
work, from attending international business trips to their daily work at the office. The results
of this study highlighted the importance of ICC competencies in multicultural workplaces
Overall, the findings support the previous studies related to intercultural competencies at
workplaces (Lloyd & Hartel 2010; Elo et al 2015) and show how these competencies are

important while working in an international environment.
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However, while the majority of participants reflected their communication experiences as
positive or motivating, few participants mentioned that they had felt nervousness or
uncertainty due to lack of knowledge on different cultures and the communication habits.
The immigrants experiences show that a lack of cognitive intercultural competencies and
understanding can increase the uncertainty in intercultural communication interactions. This
highlights the importance of having needed ICC skills in the workplaces, to make
communication experiences smoother and not delayed due uncertainty. Previous literature
has shown that the lack of knowledge or information on the cultural backgrounds of different
individuals makes the prediction of their behaviour challenging, leading to anxiety and

avoidance of intercultural situations (Duronto, Nishida & Nakayama 2005).

6.3 Language related experiences and barriers

As mentioned in previous research and literature, employees in international organisations
often interact in a non-native language and language competence can be seen as a part of the
intercultural communication competence (Louhiala-Salminen & Kankaanranta 2012;
Redmond 2000). Previous research shows, that language-related challenges can be present
in culturally diverse workplaces, leading to misunderstandings and difficulties in workplace
communciation across employees of different national backgrounds (Peltokorpi & Clausen
2011; Peltokorpi 2007; Worakittikul, Mangdinham, Ketkaew & Naruetharadhol 2025). The
findings of this study show that language-related problems were often present in several
participants' daily communication experiences at their workplaces, regardless of working
industry or background. Overall, the experiences of immigrants indicate that language-
related challenges are often expected to some degree while working and communicating in

international teams across the different industries.

In the previous research, the accents, dialects, and different language abilities were seen to
hinder the communication in international organisations (Szymanski & Brighi 2025; Hwang
2025; Worakittikul, Mangdinham, Ketkaew & Naruetharadhol 2025). The findings of this
study relate to the previous research findings, as most notable challenges experienced were
during the daily encounters due to a lack of practical language skills or difficulties with
accents or speed of speech while communicating with non-native language. Due to these

challenges, findings show that solving language related misunderstandings required active



64

concentration from the employees and were often distracting from the actual work tasks.
While engaging on language related problems, the results show that it distracted not only the
conversation participants from completing their work, but occasionally also other
employees, while asking other colleagues to clarify language related meanings or
misunderstandings. These experiences show how these challenges often decrease
organisational productivity and hinder communication in the team, and results additional
burden to the employees. The findings are consistent with the previous research related to
language barriers' impact on work productivity among international employees (Salleh et all

2021).

While the majority of the respondents emphasised the overall importance of being open-
minded and patient while communicating with their colleagues, some frustration and
negative emotions emerged during the language-related experiences. In one case, participant
had experienced exclusion not due to the absence of common language skills between the
co-workers, but their willingness and motivation to communicate in English in their
international team. This behavior were seen to create language and information cluster inside
the team, leading to uncertainty. This experience highlights the importance of the
organisations and management’s role to create an open and clear communication culture in
multilingual and cultural workplaces. While such experiences were rare amongst the
interviwed participants, such behaviour has been studied and reported in different
organisations to a different extent. (Tange & Lauring 2009; Méndez Garcia & Pérez Cafiado

2005).

To mitigate language related challenges, some participants explained how they actively had
to speak slower and use simpler language, technology or other available measures to mitigate
these issues. Previous research by Evans & Suklun (2017) identified such behaviour in
previous workplace studies. Moreover, individuals from different backgrounds can interpret
the English language differently (Kovalainen & Keisala 2012). Supporting this, while most
of the experiences and challenges in this study were related to practical language skills, there
were also situations where the meaning of sentences was interpreted differently due to
different backgrounds. The findings of this research show, how the combination of language-
related challenges and cultural communication style differences amongst multricultural
employees can often make everyday workplace communication experiences as a complex

interaction.
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6.4 Support

As shown in the previous literature, organisations have used various strategies and training
to mitigate communication challenges emerging in multinational teams, impacting their
communication experiences in the workplace. Organisations have utilised cultural awareness
training in varying degrees to educate employees how to function and communicate
effectively in culturally diverse environments (Hite & McDonald 2006; Kaihlanen,

Hietapakka & Heponiemi 2019; Hart, Toma, Issa & Ciottone 2019)

However, the findings of this study show that, while several languages or culturally based
communication challenges emerge in the organisations often in daily basis, only very few
organisations have offered formal training to mitigate these issues. Amongst the participants,
only one participant had participated in formal cultural awareness training. While somewhat
helpful, the participant mentioned that learning from colleagues were more helpful than
formal training. In previous research, cultural awareness training has been criticized to lack
practicality or depth (Shepherd 2009; Hite & McDonald 2006). Overall, the findings of this
study show that when the formal support was absent in the organisations, the learning and
accommodation of communication was often done through immigrants own observation and

initiative, without formal organisation-led support.

While most of the participants had not experienced company-organised training to improve
their intercultural communication skills or cultural understanding inside the organization,
several participants mentioned the importance and wished for more informal events
organised by their workplaces. These were seen as a potential way to help immigrants to
socialize and build understanding about both themselves and culturally different colleagues
communication and cultural norms. The findings suggest that such informal events in
organisations are perceived as a potential way to build relationships and develop employees’
intercultural communication competencies inside their workplaces and teams. Supporting
this, previous research has noted that casual or organisational-led socialising at the
workplace can help culturally diverse employees to develop relationships and understand the

differences in everyday workplace interactions better (Nguyen 2019).

To mitigate the language barriers, language training has been utilised in workplaces to give
needed skills to collaborate in a non-native language (Ekkens & Winke 2009; Ha &

Vanaphuti 2021). Even as there were language challenges present in the interviewees
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workplaces, the majority of organisations had not offered any local or foreign language
training for their employees, or the employees were not aware of them. From the viewpoint
of organisations, such training can be costly and time-consuming for both employee and
organisation, taking time away from the core work related tasks (Koveshnikov, Bjérkman &
Kéhari 2023). The findings indicate that organisations have often limited investments in
language training, leaving employees responsible for developing their language

competencies.

While none of the participants of this study had experienced any company-organised
language training, local or foreign, most of the participants had taken Finnish language or
cultural training during their time in university or due to their own initiative. These language
classes were seen to be basic and not aiding the participants in their daily work tasks or
improving other interactions at work. Overall, these findings suggest that the language
courses should improve their workplace relavancy, so immigrants could have better

competencies to meet the needs of the working life.

The benefit of these courses was mainly seen outside the workplaces on daily life
interactions, and several participants mentioned that Finnish language was not playing a
significant part in their role. Previous research has noted that international employees' need
for local language learning is role-dependent and in fields such as academia, local language
knowledge has limited benefits in relation to the main work tasks (Koveshnikov, Bjérkman
& Kéhiri 2023). While the English language was used as a common working language at
the workplaces of the interviewee participants, the need for local language knowledge was

limited for most apart from working in customer service.

7 Conclusion

This thesis aimed to explore how immigrants experienced communication in their new home
country's workplaces and what kind of challenges these immigrants experience during their
work. This thesis focused on Vietnamese professionals’ experiences in workplaces in
Finland. The overall findings of the study show that while experiences of employees can be

individual and varied, workplace communication amongst the culturally diverse employees
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can be seen as a complex process that is influenced by the surrounding work community and

the communication styles and cultural differences.

The findings of the thesis show, that the communication experiences of the immigrants at
their workplaces are often affected by different communication norms, styles and values.
Overall, the study showed, that ICC competencies and traits such as open-mindness,
adaptiveness, and cultural empathy was often needed when navigating intercultural
communication encounters in multicultural workplaces. These communication interactions
were experienced as motivating and enjoyable by the immigrants and the interrcultural
communciation encounters allowed both personal and professional growth. Overall, ICC

competencies were valued especially when working in an international workplace.

However, while these self reflections were mostly positive, several challenges were present
during the communication encounters between employees of different backgrounds.
Immigrants experienced misunderstandings and challenges were mainly caused by the

communication style differences and due to the practical linguistic skills of the employees.

To navigate and mitigate these issues, immigrants mainly relied on their own adaptability
and initiative as the formal company support and training was often lacking across the
different industries. Furthermore, in several interviews, it was suggested that companies
should promote and organise informal events for employees to learn about cultural
differences that affect communication in organisations, to enhance communication and

teamwork in the company.

7.1 Managerial implications

Based on the findings of the study, several suggestions and implications can be made for the
companies employing culturally diverse staff. As shown in the findings of this study,
communication challenges are often present in multicultural work communities, affecting

productivity and inter-team communication.

For employing immigrants and other international talent, the findings of this study suggest
that companies should provide sufficient onboarding related to communication expectations
and the culture of the company. Moreover, HR departments should clearly lay out

expectations of the communication skills needed in the job during the recruitment process,
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to ensure that the employees will have the required communication skills needed in

international workplaces.

Furthermore, as the communication challenges were often present in the organisations due
to a lack of understanding of communication norms or language, the organisations could
provide workplace oriented training or support for their employees to enhance these skills.
While cultural training has been used in the past in workplaces to educate employees, based
on the findings of this study, informal events and gatherings at the workplace are suggested
for employees to get to know different cultures, enhancing the intercultural awareness of the

employees.

7.2 Limitations and future research

This research provided insight into the daily communication experiences of immigrants in
multicultural workplaces. This research acknowledges some limitations that have impacted
the findings of this study. The sample of the participants had extensive experience in living
in Finland and were relatively experienced in navigating these interactions. The immigrants
who have just arrived in the country may have faced different experiences that were not
captured in this research due to time that has passed since the arrival of the interviewees and

the participation of the study.

In addition, as the data was gathered in a non-native language of both the researcher and the
interview participants, the non-native language abilities could have affect the responses.
While the sample of this research consisted of participants from different industries and
fields, future research could examine the industry and position-specific challenges more in
depth. Furthermore, while this research concentrated on Vietnamese professionals’
experience in Finland, future studies could explore if similar experiences and challenges
occur with immigrants from different contexts.As cultural influences in communication may
be difficult to notice by the individuals due to difficult nature of the culture, participants may
not always recall or describe their communication experiences in detail. Future studies could
study this topic with ethnographic research methods, allowing observation of the
intercultural communication experiences as they happen in the workplace. Furthermore,
future research could study the challenges identified in this study more in depth to provide

better outlook on the issues and provide deeper mitigation strategies.
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Appendix 1. Interview Guide

Background

What is your highest educational level (education completed in Finland, Vietnam,
other?)

Could you tell me briefly about your work experience in Finland and how long you
have been working here?

How familiar are you with Finnish culture, and how well do you speak Finnish
How would you describe your overall international experience or background
Could you describe how international is your team at work (mostly Finnish,
international, or a mix of both?)

In your experience, what are some common differences between how people
communicate in Vietnam and in Finland?
- Have you noticed these differences in your workplace, can you give example?

In your experience, what kinds of skills or qualities do you think are useful when
communicating with people from different cultures? Why?

In what ways is the ability to communicate effectively with people from different
cultures important in your work or career?

What do you enjoy most about working and communicating with people from
different cultures?

In what ways do you think your cultural background affects how you communicate
at work?
- How have you changed or adapted the way you communicate when
working with people from different cultures?

Have you noticed any differences related to non-verbal communication with

coworkers from different cultures (such as gestures, personal space, or body

language)? (can you give an example)

- Have these situations caused misunderstandings or confusion? What kind of
misunderstandings?

Have you ever felt that coworkers communicated with you differently because of
your own cultural background

- Ifyes, can you give an example what happened
Can you recall a situation when communication at work was difficult or didn’t go
as expected due to cultural differences? // Can you describe a type of situation
where communication tends to feel more challenging or confusing?
- How did you feel in that situation ?
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- How did you resolve the situation ?
Overall

e What has been the biggest communication challenge for you when working with
people from different cultures?

e What kind of challenges or misunderstandings have you experienced because of
language differences at work

e How would you describe your overall experiences working and communicating
with people from different cultural backgrounds

Support for Intercultural Communication

* Have you participated in any cultural training, language or integration courses provided
by the Finnish government, municipalities or universities

- Ifyes, did they help you at work, how? / If not, do you think they would be
beneficial

* Has your company offered any language or cultural awareness training to support
intercultural encounters?

- Ifyes, how was your experience with it? / If not, do you think they would be
beneficial

* What could workplaces or management do to make communication between different
cultures easier?

Is there anything else you would like to add about your experiences?
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