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Dealing with cultural differences in the workplace 

For international organisations based in the UK, it is important to understand cross-cultural diversity in the workplace. 
Expatriates working in the UK should understand UK national culture. Local staff must understand the culture of their 
organisation. If their employer is a Chinese organisation, this will mean understanding Chinese national culture.  Culture 
impacts the workplace in many ways. It can affect and influence employee relations, performance management, and the 
recruitment and development of local talent. It can make the difference in getting the most out of your staff. 

In a survey I conducted among HR Professionals working for foreign organisations, 71% of respondents working in foreign 
companies agreed that the national culture of an organisation had a direct impact on organisational culture. 96% of 
respondents in the same survey said that it was very important for local staff to have knowledge or understanding of the 
national culture of their organisation. This helps organisations identify, develop and keep local talent. Academic research by 
among others G. Hofstede, F. Trompenaars, E.Hall, J.Nathan and N.Y Brannen confirms that it is crucial for local staff to 
understand what it means to work in so-called “high-context” working environments. In high-context cultures, information is 
understood with a lot of non-verbal clues such as voice tone, gestures and facial expression. How a message is communicated 
is just as important as what is communicated. “Face” is valued, and relationships are built slowly but are long-lasting. 
Organisations are more hierarchical, and use of language depends on whether you are addressing someone more senior or 
junior than yourself. 

The local staff who succeed in Asian organisations tend to be those who understand and 
embrace these differences. They are sensitive to how things are done and understand 
how decisions are made in the organisation. Organisations who successfully communicate 
their culture to their local staff will motivate and get the most out of them.    

These characteristics, shared by Asian cultures, may be difficult to understand for those 
coming from “low-context” cultures in the West. In a low-context culture, no clues are 
necessary as the content of information is the important thing. People are not as sensitive 
to conflict, so “face” is not as valued. Business relationships begin and end quickly. 
Organisational structure is not so hierarchical and language tends to be more casual.  

An understanding of local culture is therefore vital for expatriate staff. They need to understand that dealing with a multi-
cultural workforce may require different approaches from that used in their home country in the same way that a golfer uses 
different clubs depending on the situation.  In addition, as the local workforce becomes younger, expatriate managers have 
the challenge of dealing with generation Y (born between 1981 and 1995) and generation Z (born after 1995). Local staff, 
particularly the younger generations value frequent and direct feedback, learning and development opportunities, work-life 
balance and benefits including mental health awareness. These are important things for expatriate managers to consider. 

Understanding local culture will assist expatriate staff in many ways. For example, with workplace communication when giving 
local staff accurate feedback. It can also bring competitive advantage through effectively managing performance and better 
identifying, recruiting and developing local talent. The benefits to the organisation in understanding and proactively managing 
cultural matters in the workplace are potentially great, particularly when considering the new generations of 
workers entering the job market.  

If this subject interests you and you would like more information, please do contact our HR consultants to 
learn more. 3HR offer training sessions for expatriate or local staff. Karl English 
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