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1. Introduction 
Why is it important to look at communication?  
 
 “Communication is the process by which thoughts, information and instructions are passed between 
people” (Hurn, 2013, p.6). In consequence, the role of communication is essential for all human 
interactions and understanding. Especially in terms of projects, cooperation of group as well as in light 
of project success a functioning/working understanding between involved actors is essential. There 
are various factors that influence the success or failure of communication and these can be quite 
diverse.  

Especially in an inter-institutional and cross-cultural context in which the project B4R works over a 
period of three years, communication becomes complex, due to the heterogeneity and diversity of 
project partners interacting with each other. In order to use the full potential of these groups and to 
make their cooperation more effective/efficient, certain strategies that aim towards achieving a better 
communication will be introduced in the following.   

 

2.  Basic explanations 
Communication process – Two-way communication  
 
During a communication process a message is sent through a medium or channel from the sender to 
a receiver, who decodes the information of the message and gives it meaning. After the decoding of 
the message by the receiver, the final process step is the feedback. This feedback closes the loop in 
the communication process as it goes back from the receiver to the sender. This cycle of 
communication can also be called two-way communication. Two-way communication means, that 
both, the sender and receiver of the message are equal and active and that the feedback of the 
receiver is appreciated. The receiver of a message is not taking the message in passively but 
becomes an active part in the communication process. The aim of productive or successful two-way 
communication is a mutual understanding of all involved parties.  

Communication process – Development of a misunderstanding 
 
A misunderstanding can occur during the sending process of a message which is either produced by 
the way, that the sender is framing the message or the way the receiver is interpreting the message.  
If some interference, which is also called “noise” is happening along the way at either side of the 
communication partners, there is the risk that this produces a misunderstanding or a distortion to 
communication. Noise or an interference can be produced as the result of many influence factors, 
such as different cultural background and understanding of the sender and receiver. This would then 
normally show in the feedback, which is sent back. The feedback could be a reply or a behaviour in 
consequence of receiving the message, which could be positive or negative. 

When a message is transmitted across cultures, the likelihood, that it gets distorted becomes more 
likely due to differences in culture, like values, beliefs etc. This should be counted in when 
communicating cross-border and an understanding about how the message could be misinterpreted 
could aid the communication.  
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3. Elements of good communication  
In the following some strategies for enhancing communication and preventing misunderstandings will 
be introduced, which can help especially in an inter-cultural and inter-institutional context.  

Relationship and Atmosphere 
What?  
One major strategy is to incorporate occasions and opportunities to develop a good relationship and a 
comfortable atmosphere to communicate in. This has a lot to do with the development of trust 
between a project group.  

Why?  
Communication is improved and misunderstandings are prevented, if there is a trustful relationship 
established between actors. Trust and familiarity increase feeling comfortable in communicating with 
others, because one can assess and understand their reactions more accurately.  

For trust to develop, a personal, face-to-face contact is beneficial in which one can get to know each 
other and become familiar with each other.  A benefit of personal meetings is that a message is 
supported by body language, facial expressions or gestures, what allows for a more accurate 
interpretation, than when speaking on the phone or communicating via email. Therefore, meeting in 
person should always be preferred to other forms of communication.  

Once a relaxed, informal atmosphere for communication and a trustful relationship are established, 
inhibitions decrease and participants feel more at ease to communicate. An example is, that language 
imperfections feel less relevant to people, if they have a trustful relationship with the ones they are 
communicating with. In turn, this is especially helpful in a cross-cultural context, where the 
participants don´t speak the same language or use English at different levels of proficiency to 
communicate.  

How?  
- Leaving room and occasions for socialising and getting to know each other outside of the 

professional realm  
- Employment interactive methods, which involve all project members and avoid frontal lecture-

style methods  
- Two-way communication should be supported, which means that everyone is equal and 

contributions from all are welcomed  
- Face-to-face meetings should be preferred  

Co-learning mentality 
What?  
Another way for enhancing communication between individuals from different cultures, which work 
within different systems and use different approaches, is a co-learning mentality. This means, that 
there is a general curiosity and openness displayed towards different ways of working, systems, 
approaches to topics, as well as cultures.  

Why?  
Differences are perceived as a chance for learning instead of something that is far apart from the own 
ways of thinking and therefore considered to be wrong. Therefore, it expresses itself in a greater 
understanding of the other culture, approaches and ways of working as well as the recognition of 
learning opportunities.  

How?  
• Encourage a co-learning mentality and spread the message of its benefits within a project  
• See differences as a chance for learning  
• Curiosity about different approaches  
• Openness towards different approaches  
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Orientation 
What?  
The value of a finding a common vision and goals should be recognized inside a project. It should be 
worked towards aligning expectations of heterogenous project partners and finding a common 
denominator, which is a goal that everyone wants to accomplish. This point has been mentioned as 
one of the project management essentials but has strong relevance for communication as well.  

Why?  
Once the goal is clear, a structure and next steps to achieve the common vision fall into place more 
easily and automatically. In result, this provides some guidance about the content of case study 
meetings, so what to communicate about. The use of some structured approaches, e.g. employing a 
flexible agenda for a meeting or producing a good documentation are able to aid with communication 
in between meetings. This is because it provides orientation and ensures the communication about 
distribution of tasks and responsibilities, which have to be fulfilled until the next meeting. It also helps 
to know where to start off in continuing meetings.  

How?  
• Aligned expectations and a common vision provide orientation in terms of organisation and 

communication 
• Make sure everyone is on board with the common vision 
• General structure with half-structured agenda and good documentation aids communication 

about next steps, tasks and responsibilities across meetings  
• Roles in a project should be considered in reference to the common goal and what is needed 

to achieve it as well as on the circumstances that influence individual project participants e.g. 
availability of resources etc.  

Creation of awareness and context  
 
What?  
Experiences and knowledge about the circumstances that influence other members of a project group 
like the culture, systems and institutions they work and live in, ease the understanding and reflection 
over these differences and similarities and help to put them into context.  

Why?  
In turn, the own culture, systems and institutions can be compared in contrast to the ones of the 
partners and then reflected upon.  

How?  
• Asking directly if context and information is missing  
• Try to gather as much information about the relevant topics that are needed for understanding 

as possible  
• Education, such as intercultural workshops can be of help  

Initial conclusions 
In summary, the introduced strategies which pose elements of good communication can enhance 
communication on a more general level and can aid to prevent misunderstandings from happening.  

If these elements are lacking, it becomes more difficult to communicate successfully. It should be 
considered that building an understanding within a group about e.g. what the common vision should 
be, what the different cultural backgrounds are, or on how one can learn from each other as well as 
building a good relationship and trust are time and resource-intensive processes. In consequence, it 
cannot be expected to achieve them in the beginning of a project, what should be accounted for. 
Instead, a focus on supporting and encouraging them throughout the project should be taken. Also, 
enough room and opportunities for them to develop should be provided in a project.  
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4. Pitfalls 
What are pitfalls in reference to communication?  
 
As mentioned in the introduction, misunderstandings are a risk in all communication due to its 
complexity.  There is an increased risk for them to happen, the more different people are in terms of 
their culture, background and socialisation.  

Pitfalls are reactions to misunderstandings by the receiver of a message within a communication 
process which should be avoided. They relate to the feedback loop.  

If the knowledge about typical pitfalls and potential solutions is spread and pitfalls are in result 
avoided, misunderstandings can be solved more quickly. In cases where these pitfalls are in place, 
there is the risk, that communication stagnates even more strongly and it becomes more difficult to 
solve the misunderstanding.  

Perception /Ethnocentrism 

What?  
When we interpret a message and we do not have all information available, we tend to use our own 
frame of reference and understanding, that is influenced by our education, socialization and culture, to 
decode a message. This is perception. We therefore perceive a behavior or message in a certain 
individual way, that has a strong risk of being a misinterpretation. When we employ this behavior in 
the cultural context and interpret a message or behavior as wrong because it is different to our 
cultural understanding, then this is indicating ethnocentrism. 

Why?  
Often there is no transparency or availability of all information, so that no informed reflection of the 
content or intent of a message can be done. This is especially true in a cross-cultural context and 
therefore caution needs to be taken in the beginning of projects, where the cultural context of project 
partners might not be understood yet.  

Speculation  

What?  
Another pitfall is speculation about reasons and explanations of a displayed behavior or a sent 
message that one does not understand. This is often happening as a result of perception or 
ethnocentrism. The message is decoded or interpreted according to our own understanding and then 
explanations are searched for, that fit from our point of view.  

Why?  
At this point, especially in a cross-cultural context, we often tend to arrive at wrong conclusions, 
because we don´t have all the available information. In consequence, there is an increased risk for 
misinterpretation and pre-judgements and instead of asking and addressing the issue directly in order 
to gain more information, a speculation about reasons behind the message is done.  

Frustration 

What?  
Frustration can be another pitfall as a reaction to a misunderstanding. An example can be to take an 
interpreted message personally, leading to feelings of insecurity, what inherits the risk of influencing 
the relationship between the receiver and sender of a message negatively.  

Why?  
Frustration can consequently lead to a more tense atmosphere for communication, e.g. because there 
is a display of stubbornness, insecurity, sadness etc.  In turn, this frustration can lead to conflict. 
Conflict means, that there is a negative emotional reaction to a perceived disagreement. This can in 
turn affect the relationship between the parties involved negatively and can interfere with the original 
goal of cooperating or collaborating in the project.  
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Ignorance/Delay  

What?  
If a message is not properly understood and a misunderstanding has happened, it is also a risk to 
delay the reaction or deciding not to react at all to it.  

Why?  
In return, this delay or ignorance can again be interpreted as a “message” and causing more irritation 
or confusion. What is more, in case of non-reaction the communication stagnates and there is a risk 
of influencing the relationship between communication partners negatively.  

Ignorance or delay can be seen as an individual reaction to conflict and is one of different conflict 
resolution techniques or styles, that is deemed to be inefficient, as the conflict is not solved in this way 
but only avoided.   

 

5. Conflict resolution styles 
There are different conflict resolution styles. These depend on the way that on one hand the own needs 

and concern for substance, like e.g. assertiveness are prioritized and on the other hand in how far the 

needs of others and the quality of the relationship, like e.g. cooperation are preferred.  

 

The figure shows the different conflict resolution styles. Withdrawal (Avoid), what has been referred to 
as “Ignorance” or “Delay” would not be recommended, similarly to Compete (Defeat). Finding 

compromise by splitting the difference as well as collaborating by solving the problem creatively, so that 

everyone wins would be the most productive and successful conflict resolution styles.  

If conflicts cannot be solved between the ones involved in it, it is a strategy to use a mediator. This 

person should be able to see and understand the points of view and identify the source of the 

misunderstanding. The source could be e.g. because of a cultural difference. Consequently, in cross-

cultural projects, it would be helpful if this mediator has knowledge of the cultures involved. The 

mediator can then either indicate the original source of misunderstanding and thereby create an 

understanding for the diverging points of view in the ones involved in the conflict. Or the mediator shows 
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a common denominator, what might be a solution that is somewhere in the middle of both viewpoints 

and thereby compromise can be achieved.  

 

6. Solutions   
Now some strategies which are recommended when a misunderstanding has happened, will be 

introduced.  

Transparency – generating context and awareness 

As mentioned in the pitfalls section, a lot of misunderstandings have to do with a lack of knowledge or 
information. Therefore, a recommended strategy is to make information as available and transparent 
as possible. Especially in a cross-cultural context, information about cultural differences should be 
exchanged in order to create more context and awareness. In this way a more successful 
communication can be achieved. Ways to do this are also educational measures, such as inter-
cultural workshops or seminars.  

In case of a misunderstanding or insecurity, it is an important approach to ask for context and 
explanation directly and if possibl, immediately. In this way it is more likely to be able to understand 
the message as it was intended.  

Built-in flexibility 

During the course of a project, differences in e.g. culture or the administrative systems, that are 
important for creating understanding and context within a project group, will be continuously detected. 
In order to address these differences before they turn into misunderstandings, it has been identified to 
be of aid to have some build-in flexibility in meetings. This means that there is a more flexible agenda 
and structure for a meeting that allows to take time in order to discuss and explain differences that 
come up and seem important for a common understanding. What is more, it can be helpful to address 
a larger difference with a presentation or a little workshop in an upcoming meeting. This contributes to 
achieve more and more availability and transparency of information in order to create a more holistic 
and deeper understanding within a project group.  

Reflection and reflective thinking  

The problem with the pitfalls of speculation and frustration is that the interpreted message is often not 
reflected upon between sender and receiver of a message. Reflection in this sense would mean to 
repeat or paraphrase what has been understood in a non-judgemental and non-directive way. In turn, 
a clarification with the sender of the original message if the interpretation or understanding of the 
message is correct, would be happening. Therefore, reflection would be a recommended solution in 
order to solve a misunderstanding more quickly before frustration or speculation occur. In order for 
this to work, attentive listening is key. This also demands for a direct addressing and feedback to a 
sent message and is therefore preventing a delay or ignorance as a reaction to a misunderstanding.  

Reflective thinking on the other hand allows to look back at something, for example an experience 
or event that happened in the project. Then this experience is analyzed and thought about in depth as 
well as from different possible perspectives in order to be able to explain the experience more 
thoroughly. Afterwards it should be thought about what the experience or event meant to oneself and 
what could be learned from it. Reflective thinking is therefore an approach of self-observation in order 
to document what has been going on in one´s mind. In turn this helps to resolve conflicts and find a 
mutual understanding, as perspectives of other involved individuals are considered in the process as 
well. In order to do this successfully, the more information is available and made transparent, e.g. by 
asking directly, the better. 
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7. Illustration – Concluding overview  
In the following graph a short, concluding overview over elements for good and productive 

communication is given. Also the pitfalls and solutions indicated are displayed. The different elements 

are shown within the context of a communication process between sender and receiver of a message.  

 

 

 

 


