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Abstract 

This paper examines key causes and solutions to intercultural conflicts across organizations in 

the United States. Fifteen semi-structured in-depth interviews were conducted with new, current, 

retired and/or former employees belonging to culturally diverse organizations in the U.S. who 

experienced intercultural hardships. Both, employer and employee perspectives were considered. 

Causes of intercultural conflicts, personal experiences with intercultural conflicts, strategies to 

navigate cultural frictions and organizations’ role in reducing conflicts were carefully studied. 

Work ethics shaped by cultures, miscommunication, adjustment problems, misunderstandings, 

class conflict and nonconformist attitudes at work were a few causes of intercultural conflicts. 

Not every cultural interaction was based on conflict either. Workplace interaction with different 

cultures emerged as learning experiences for some interviewees. Employees shared that they 

would diffuse intercultural conflicts at work by developing awareness of different cultures, 

understanding individuals’ intentions and finding commonalities instead of differences. 

Employers recommended investing in trainings and observing workplace behaviors to reduce 

intercultural struggles. They emphasized the role of talk stories and a conflict resolution process 

to foster intercultural harmony. Both employers who were interviewed had no current 

organizational policy to address intercultural conflicts. Hence, findings from this paper can help 

organizations implement a comprehensive policy to investigate and resolve intercultural conflicts 

between and among employees. 

 

Keywords: Intercultural communication, intercultural conflict, intercultural harmony, conflict 

management, conflict resolution, workplace conflict, organizational conflict 
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1. Introduction 

Intercultural conflict is anything but a new phenomenon. Cultures have long been part of 

human civilization, and as long as they remain, intercultural conflicts will arise. It is important to 

study intercultural conflicts in the context of homogeneous and heterogeneous cultures to 

understand how conflicts may vary between the two. Enz (1986) described a homogeneous 

societal culture as that involving shared values and beliefs.  

In a heterogeneous society, contrasting values and beliefs may be held by a diverse group 

of people. According to Enz (1986), this is an example of a multicultural society. Diverse 

cultures comprise of unique norms and patterns of communication. When individuals 

representing these cultures begin to share space, conflicts will surface.   

Ting-Toomey and Oetzel (2001) defined intercultural conflict as “different expectations 

concerning appropriate or inappropriate conflict behavior in a conflict scene” (p. 1). If members 

from different cultural backgrounds are constantly involved in inappropriate, triggering 

behaviors, that can result in serious conflicts.  

Fisher-Yoshida (2005) discovered that what leads to conflict is when individuals place 

their judgements on others, and their behaviors. The author provided a case study of someone 

trying to leave a lecture but a person stands in the doorway, blocking the exit. The act of 

blocking could either be intentional or unintentional. The person trying to leave may perceive 

this behavior as deliberate, but there are other reasons to consider.  

Perhaps the blocker could not see the lecture clearly and decided to move his chair 

towards the doorway. The possibilities of blocking are endless. Therefore, it is critical to 

evaluate a situation before reacting, especially when living in a diverse community. While 

immersed in multicultural societies, it is critical to consider that making relationships is better 
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than breaking them. Individuals should see the bigger picture—conversation and smooth-flowing 

dialogue that can facilitate intercultural harmony. Without dialogue, intercultural conflicts will 

further escalate. 

Like any social setting, workplaces are full of intercultural conflicts. They may function 

differently, depending on the treatment of employees and organizational structure. While some 

organizations would give fair, equal opportunities to employees without discrimination, others 

would not. Employers’ expectations define a workplace culture. This culture may reflect unique 

communication styles among employees.  

A key goal of this paper is to unearth causes of intercultural conflict through in-depth 

interviews of employees across culturally diverse organizations in the United States. 

Interviewees comprise of new, retired and/or employees who have been working in an 

organization for at least 6 months or more. They can also be former employees. Intercultural 

conflict can affect anyone regardless of how many years they have spent in an organization. 

Hence, the eligibility criteria for this study are broad. Recommendations from this paper can help 

organizations implement an organizational policy that builds a harmonious workplace culture.  

2. Literature Review 

2.1. Background 

 The study is being conducted across U.S. organizations because of increased workforce 

diversity. Data from The Washington Post indicated that in 2019, a majority of new hires were 

people of color between the ages 25 to 54. The Latin population may constitute 20% of 

America’s workforce by the year 2028 (Long & Damn, 2021).  

 Blacks constituted 13%, while Asians constituted 6% of the total labor force. Out of 

Asians, a majority were Asian Indian, accounting for 25% of the total percentage, followed by 
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Chinese (22%), Filipinos (14%), Vietnamese (9%), Koreans (8%) and Japanese (5%). The 

remaining 17% were grouped as other Asians that included Cambodians, Pakistanis, etc., and 

those who belonged to two or more Asian groups (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2021).  

Hence, interviewees from diverse ethnic and cultural backgrounds can provide richer insights 

about their experiences with intercultural conflicts. 

 While previous studies recommended numerous conflict management strategies, my 

paper will emphasize on personalized, unique approaches that employees use to regulate 

intercultural conflicts in the workplace. Individuals react to conflicts differently, depending on 

their personalities, and cultural leanings. Hence, their conflict management strategies will be 

nuanced, and may transcend what existing literature already states about traditional conflict 

management styles. 

The research paper will bridge gaps in existing literature by studying employee experiences 

with intercultural conflicts in greater detail. The study will further uncover root causes of 

intercultural conflicts that can serve as a guide for both, U.S. and non-U.S. organizations to 

implement a policy that promotes intercultural tolerance.  

2.2. Key Terms 

Before drawing more emphasis on intercultural conflict in the workplace, it is important to 

explain some key terminologies. First is intercultural society. Intercultural society is one in 

which there are “mutual meetings, cultural exchanges, cooperation and dialogue of people who 

are culturally different” (Martincová & Lukešová, 2015, p. 1).  

Intercultural communication competence is “the ability to effectively and appropriately 

execute communication behaviors to elicit a desired response in a specific environment” (Chen 

& Starosta, 1998, p. 28). A key factor to understanding intercultural communication is through 
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the concept of a stranger (Kiss, 2008). The author mentioned that while communicating with 

unfamiliar people, we can anticipate unpredictable, nuanced responses.  

Intercultural communication can also be understood using basic variables and processes that 

describe other types of communication (Gudykunst & Kim, 1984). To understand intercultural 

communication, Gudykunst and Kim (1984) also recommended getting familiar with the concept 

of a stranger. A stranger in an unfamiliar environment will be stereotyped and judged. To foster 

better intercultural communication is to avoid stereotyping, and instead, learning more about the 

stranger and his/her culture.   

Communication takes place between people with varying degree of familiarity (Issa, Ali-

Garga, & Yunusa, 2016, p. 2). Intercultural conflict is defined as “the experience of emotional 

frustration in conjunction with perceived incompatibility of values, norms, face orientations, 

goals, scarce resources, processes, and/or outcomes between a minimum of two parties from two 

different cultural communities in an interactive situation” (Ting-Toomey & Oetzel, 2001, p. 17). 

Including these key terms and using them altogether will help individuals better understand 

intercultural relationships and experiences involving intercultural conflicts.  

2.3. Intercultural Communication In An Organization 

“The importance of intercultural communication in the workplace cannot, and should not 

be undermined. It plays an important role in the functioning of an organization and affects the 

final output too” (Kegeyan S. E., 2016, p. 32). Kegeyan (2016) added that intercultural 

communication played an important role in helping a workplace run smoothly and more 

effectively. This ties to what was suggested earlier that communication is critical in addressing 

and overcoming intercultural conflicts.  
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Toomey & Oetzel’s (2001) research addressed the significance of workplace diversity in 

a country like the United States. By 2006, Latin Americans, Asians and Africans constituted 

30% of the general American workforce. Skilled and highly educated immigrants specializing in 

the areas of computers and engineering played a critical role in U.S. advanced-technology 

industries (Toomey & Oetzel, 2001, p. 8). The authors added that ignoring diversity issues in the 

workplace can result in decreased morale on account of cultural skirmishes, increased 

absenteeism (not present at work) due to psychological burden, increased expenditure to retrain 

staff, and so on (Toomey & Oetzel, 2001).  

According to Ting-Toomey (2009), “intercultural conflict competence within the larger 

intercultural competence setting is critical because conflict creates further perceptual distortions 

and emotional flooding in the cultural encountering process” (p. 100). The author proposed a 

criterion for intercultural conflict competence with appropriateness, effectiveness, and 

adaptability serving as key tools for behaving competently amidst a conflict.  

Salvation (2019) found that miscommunication can lead to increased workplace conflict, a 

decline in employees’ confidence and turnover. The author provided a case study example: Ms. 

Thiruccheluama Vasegi, the accounting and administration manager of Matrix Coating 

Resources Sdn Bhd (MC), a company based in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, claimed that the 

organization often recorded communication issues among the workforce and this resulted in 

workplace conflict and issues affecting employee relationships.  

In Salvation’s (2019) case study, frequent miscommunication and conflict became major 

concerns for the management because lack of effective regulation of these issues resulted in a 

delay in task completion and low productivity (p. 2). This example indicates how intercultural 
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conflicts can affect workplace relations, and potentially trigger a wide range of responses from 

employees.  

2.4. Causes Of Intercultural Conflicts—Cultural Factors 

 Although many factors can result in intercultural conflicts, the following five are most 

relevant because they have been studied previously in the context of organizations; 

ethnocentrism, individualism and collectivism, ingroup and outgroup model, religion and gender.  

Religion is a sensitive topic, and so is gender. The LGBTQ+ community’s views on 

gender may not resonate with, for example, a Muslim working for a U.S. firm. Similarly, 

employees can discriminate against a Muslim to favor a dominant, nonreligious group at work 

(ethnocentrism and ingroup/outgroup model). While individualists have a different manner of 

working compared to collectivists, and vice versa, this cultural clash may affect work 

performance, and trigger conflict between and/or among employees. I explain these five causes 

in greater detail below.  

2.5 Ethnocentrism 

How do individuals experience workplace conflicts? There is a significant discrepancy 

between what is said and what is understood. Oftentimes, communication is misconstrued and 

opinions are misrepresented. Insensitivity towards other cultures also determines the future 

course of intercultural conflicts. Many times, remarks can come across as racist and prejudiced. 

Take for instance, former President Donald Trump’s labeling of the coronavirus as the 

“Chinese virus” (Hswen et al., 2021). Many Chinese-American households working in the U.S. 

can relate to such racially-charged slurs, considering that a national report by Stop AAPI Hate, a 

nonprofit, recorded 10,370 hate incidents targeting Asian-American and Pacific Islander (AAPI) 

from March 19, 2020 to September 30, 2021 (Horse, Jeung, Matriano, 2021, p. 1). When leaders 
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in power uphold racist, discriminatory values over the benefit of others, that incentivizes people 

to follow suit and carry out hate crimes. Organizations follow similar guidelines by leadership. If 

employers in power hold biased attitudes towards minority groups, that can result in greater, 

more pronounced intercultural conflicts.  

Hinner (2017) described in his paper that “intercultural misunderstandings and conflicts 

are a very complex phenomena because they include culture, perception, identity, ethnocentrism, 

relationships, building trust and conflict management as well as intercultural communication 

competence” (p. 885). He added that intercultural misunderstandings comprise of many causes 

that can result in conflicts.  

A factor that can trigger intercultural conflict is ethnocentrism, as Hinner (2017) 

rightfully pointed out in his study. “Ethnocentrism is a nearly universal syndrome of attitudes 

and behaviors, typically including ingroup favoritism” (Hammond, Axelrod, 2006, p. 926). 

Washington (2013) wrote that business organizations find ethnocentrism as a barrier to achieving 

intercultural accommodation (p. 24).  

2.6. Religion 

Working in a diverse work environment means interacting with people with different 

religious backgrounds. While many may identify as unreligious, mutual respect and 

understanding for varying beliefs can help foster a better workplace relationship. “The existence 

or otherwise of God is perhaps not a direct concern for leadership and organization research, but 

a deity is a social reality that exists in the minds, beliefs, and practices of many” (Gümüsay, 

2021, p. 97).  

Etherington (2019) examined how people with varying religious beliefs would influence 

their workplace performance. The author shared that although religion may be a source of 
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conflict at a workplace, it can also positively influence an organization. Etherington (2019) 

explained that while employees may opt for unethical means to achieve an end goal, for 

example, lying or cheating at work, people with religious leanings will draw a line between what 

is morally right and wrong. These religious attitudes can reflect in their work ethic and positively 

influence the existing work culture. 

Wright and colleagues (2013) highlighted real-time discrimination in the initial stages of 

the hiring process by a U.S. firm. They conducted an experiment, distributing altered resumes to 

advertised jobs in New England, United States. Some of these resumes indicated a religious 

affiliation out of the seven groups: atheism, Catholicism, evangelical Christianity, Judaism, 

Islam, paganism, and a fictitious religious group. The eighth group was a control group with no 

mention of a religion. Results indicated that employers were more likely to respond to resumes 

that mentioned no religion. “Among the religious identities, however, Muslim resumes were the 

least likely to receive an employer response” (Scheitle & Corcoran, 2018, p. 284).  

Religious/cultural conflicts will increase among employees if employers hold 

discriminatory attitudes towards certain religions. Furthermore, “discrimination based on religion 

has received far less scholarly attention than discrimination along other dimensions such as 

gender, race, ethnicity, and sexual orientation” (Wright, Wallace, Bailey, et al., 2013, p. 112).  

2.7. Individualism & Collectivism 

A study investigated conflict management styles between Serbian and German managers 

working in multinational organizations. The results found that Serbian employees tended to use 

compromising and avoidance styles compared to Germans, who opted for more dominating, 

integrative styles. The study confirms the idea that people from collectivist cultures avoid using 

forceful tactics in conflict management (Ristic, Ljepava, Qureshi, et al., 2020). 
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“Individualists’ concept of self does not include other people, i.e., the self is independent 

of others, whereas collectivists’ concept of self includes other people, namely, members of 

family, friends, and people from the workplace” (Bhawuk, 2017, p. 2). While many societies rely 

on working together, other cultures depend solely on individual work ethic. Having collectivists 

work individually would yield unproductive results. The same applies to individualists working 

in teams.  

To further elaborate on this cultural dimension, Amaram (2007) studied an experiment by 

Earley (1993), who examined 163 managers from China, Israel and the United States to assess 

their work ethic based on collectivist and individualist cultures. Earley (1993) discovered that 

Americans demonstrated poor performance when they worked in a team compared to working 

independently. Similarly, Chinese and Israelis displayed decreased work performance when they 

worked alone than as a team. Working outside of your comfort zone (habitual cultural practices) 

can affect work performance and serve as a trigger for intercultural conflict.   

Suthipiyapathra (2009) provided an international perspective of Americans and Japanese 

working in organizations in Thailand. Results from a survey found that Americans viewed 

relationships in their organizations as individualistic. They tended to give more value to work 

than building relations with colleagues. Japanese seemed to strike a balance between building 

relations, while also valuing work ethic. Thais were more concerned with building relations at 

work, especially with foreigners or people who they did not know well. 

2.8. Ingroup & Outgroup Models 

Giles and Giles (2013) defined an ingroup as a social category or group with which you 

identify strongly. An outgroup, conversely, is a social category or group with which you do not 

identify (p. 142). Bown and Abrams (2003) examined how employees of a bank assessed 
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behavioral deviance among the ingroup/outgroup members. Results showed that people with 

more likeable personalities were rated as attractive, while members who went against group 

norms (deviants) were perceived negatively. Hence, a positive disposition at work will lend 

workplace support, while going against workplace norms will not.  

Joshi, Liao and Jackson (2006) explained the ingroup and outgroup model among work 

teams. They found that individuals with solid ingroup support had access to resources controlled 

by their supporting colleagues. This put the outgroup at a significant disadvantage with limited 

access to resources, hence, decreasing their work performance. Poor work performance meant 

lesser earnings. Joshi, Liao and Jackson (2006) drew a parallel between favorability and 

increased earnings versus unfavourability and decreased earnings based on the ingroup/outgroup 

theory.  

Levin, Laar and Sidanius (2003) studied the effects of ingroup and outgroup friendships 

on ethnic attitudes in college. Data for this study were collected from more than 2,000 White, 

Asian, Latino, and African American college students. Results indicated that students who 

demonstrated more “ingroup bias and intergroup anxiety at the end of their first year of college 

had fewer outgroup friends and more ingroup friends during their second and third years of 

college” (p. 78). The same ingroup/outgroup model applies to a workplace setting where social 

groups are formed, resulting in potential conflicts. Brewer (1999) also found in her research that 

what motivates ingroup bias and intergroup discrimination is “preferential treatment” of ingroup 

members than absolute hostility towards the outgroup (p. 429).  

2.9. Gender 

Gender discrimination targeting women is a rampant issue in the workplace. Pay gaps 

and career interruptions are added problems. Gauci et al. (2022) found in their study that gender 
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pay gap ends up favoring male nurses in certain countries. Female careers in nursing wind up 

suffering on account of career interruptions.  

Even the LGBTQ+ community bears the brunt of workplace discrimination. Sears & 

Mallory (2011) found that transgender individuals responded to discrimination and harassment 

more alarmingly when they were surveyed independently. In their study, scholars Sears & 

Mallory (2011) discovered that “78% of respondents to the largest survey of transgender people 

that year reported experiencing at least one form of harassment or mistreatment at work because 

of their gender identity; more specifically, 47% had been discriminated against in hiring, 

promotion, or job retention” (p. 2).  

2.10. Managing Intercultural Conflicts In The Workplace  

The responsibility to foster intercultural harmony rests with organizations where 

intercultural conflicts are an issue. Appropriately managing these conflicts can result in team 

building, increased workplace performance and intercultural understanding (Bernardin & 

Alvares, 1976). What are some pathways to overcoming intercultural conflicts in the workplace? 

Adopting Blake & Mouton’s (1964) managerial grid, scholars tested if organizations were 

placing more emphasis on employee satisfaction or effectiveness of task completion (Bernardin 

& Alvares, 1976).  

Forcing, compromise and confrontation from Blake & Mouton’s (1964) study were 

considered as conflict management strategies (Bernardin & Alvares, 1976). Forcing involved 

assertion of needs/demands, while compromise was a way of finding common ground. 

Confrontation involved face-to-face interaction that could help resolve conflicts among people. 

The SAMS, a tool to measure personal management styles, was used in the experiment. The 

study included 129 employees of a midwestern manufacturing firm (sample) with 4 conflict 
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scenarios and 3 conflict management strategies described above. Results of the experiment 

concluded that employee responses were incompatible with Blake & Mouton’s (1964) theory.  

Bakar, Ramayan and Kutty (2020) found in their study that misunderstanding was the 

root cause of intercultural conflict. In terms of navigating conflicts through numerous 

management styles, avoidance was a widely used tactic to overcome cultural issues among 

university students. 

Chen and Cheung (2008) studied Chinese managers and western subordinates, revealing 

that Chinese managers changed their conflict strategies compared to western subordinates, who 

kept theirs consistent despite their lower rank in the organization. Another paper penned by Chan 

and Goto (2003) examined the perceived social distance measure among Hong Kong employees: 

“Perceived social distance can be defined as how close and intimate one feels toward another 

person or group. In other words, it is the perceived psychological distance between two people or 

groups” (p. 445). Results from the interview concluded that the perceived social distance 

measure among participants was closest to Hong Kong Chinese, and more distant with people 

from the U.S. and Mainland China. The study also found that the differences in social distance 

measure among employees depended on several factors, including how participants viewed 

conflict situations, attributed responsibilities, and approached conflict resolution. 

Brew and Cairns (2004) built on individualism and collectivism in their paper. They 

addressed an individualist–collectivist model that explained how people belonging to 

individualist countries such as Australia would give precedence to direct, explicit communication 

in managing conflict, while collectivist nations such as Singapore and Thailand would prefer 

indirect, more contextual communication. However, in a multicultural workplace, cultural 
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orientation (cultural norms) may not solely predict the choice of communication strategies; 

situational constraints can also determine the course of communication (p. 331).  

Brew and Cairns (2004) led a factorial survey that comprised of 102 employees (49 

Australian expatriates, 53 East Asian host-nationals) working for five Western organizations in 

Singapore and Bangkok. According to the study, “East Asians only managed conflict more 

indirectly than Australians with superiors, particularly a Western superior” (p. 331).  

One study examined the relationship between intercultural sensitivity and conflict 

management styles (Yu & Chen, 2008, p. 149). Results from 253 undergraduate participants 

revealed a moderate relationship between the two concepts. Participants’ sensitivity to different 

cultures influenced their judgement to manage a conflict situation. The study also revealed that 

individuals have personal preferences in regulating conflicts (Yu & Chen, 2008, p. 155). 

Ting-Toomey (2009) built on effectiveness and appropriateness criteria, addressing that 

they are positively interdependent. When a person tackles a conflict appropriately, his/her 

positive behavior(s) can help reciprocate effective interaction. Similarly, when people support 

effective conflict and mutual goal-directed communication, they can induce appropriate 

interaction from the conflict party (p. 103). It is critical to act both appropriately and effectively 

to counter a wide range of intercultural conflicts. One is required to demonstrate mental and 

behavioral flexibility and adaptiveness (p. 103). The author recommended adapting to diverse 

cultures to avoid potential conflicts. 

Shonk (2021) explained that cultural stereotyping can never equate to constructive 

communication. The author claimed that cultural differences can obstruct mutual understanding 

during negotiation. It is also critical to recognize that differences can translate into opportunities 

to foster agreement in a cross-cultural dialogue.  
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A paper penned by König, Graf-Vlachy, Bundy, et al., (2020) studied the role of an 

empathetic CEO in managing a crisis in an organization. The article corroborated that there is a 

positive correlation between empathy and organizational success. An empathetic CEO will 

demonstrate sound judgement of socio-emotional factors caused by a crisis (p. 18). Empathetic 

CEOs can detect early signs of a crisis, and help restructure an organization accordingly. 

Hener (2010) explained numerous communication models that an organization can use. 

These included formal communication (official messaging from the higher-ups), informal 

communication (lacking structure; part of organizational life), downward communication 

(superiors to subordinates) and upward communication (subordinates to superiors), among other 

forms. The author proposed that the first dimension to solve conflicts in communication is to 

know yourself and those around you so you know what to expect from them. Work to create a 

consistent relationship with others, and finally, develop the idea of mutual efforts and 

collaboration (p. 137).  

2.11. Research Questions 

RQ1: What are the causes of intercultural conflict in the workplace? 

RQ2: How can organizational norms help reduce intercultural conflicts?  

RQ3: What key strategies do employees use to overcome intercultural conflicts? 

2.12. Significance Of the Topic Selected 

The culture of bearing in silence across workplaces makes intercultural conflicts a lot more 

challenging to solve. Hence, this paper will serve as a guide for culturally diverse organizations 

experiencing intercultural conflicts to implement a comprehensive policy that supports 

intercultural harmony. The greatest strength of this research study is its applicability across 

organizations in the United States, and around the world where employee diversity is strong. 
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Results from this paper can serve as a guide for organizations experiencing intercultural 

hardships. 

3. Method 

3.1. Interview  

A qualitative approach was used to study intercultural conflicts across organizations (i.e., 

Chan & Goto, 2003). Fifteen semi-structured in-depth interviews were conducted. Two 

interviews were conducted with HR managers (Person A and B). The remaining thirteen 

interviews were conducted with employees working for culturally diverse organizations (Person 

C to Person O). Virtual interviews were conducted over Zoom. Each interview took 

approximately 15-40 minutes to complete. Each participant signed a consent form before the 

interview (see Appendix A).  Respondents were attributed fake names such as “Person A”, 

“Person B”, etc. considering research ethics. I personally approached respondents who matched 

the study’s eligibility criteria (see sample section).  

Key questions were: “What are the causes of intercultural conflict in your workplace?”, 

“What role does an organization play to minimize conflicts?” and “What key strategies do you 

use to navigate through intercultural conflicts?” (See Appendix B for the complete 

questionnaire). Interviewees answered these questions based on their personal insights and 

experiences. Interview questions were open-ended to account for richer, more nuanced 

responses.  

I established a comfortable, safe environment for the interviewees so they were open to a 

constructive, honest conversation. I used probing words such as “WHAT” and “HOW” to expect 

detailed responses from my subjects. Empathy and active listening were key qualities to consider 

while conducting in-depth interviews. Qualitative interviews were important to conduct because 
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the issue at hand is very nuanced. Intercultural conflicts are deeply personal experiences that 

require in-depth study and analysis of human emotions.  

In regards to a qualitative study, it was important to factor in consent, confidentiality and 

anonymity of participants, and data protection. An interviewer should be sensitive to all cultures 

and ethnicities. These are basic ethics of qualitative research that streamline the process of 

interviewing respondents, particularly those who are vulnerable human subjects (Arifin, 2018).  

3.2. Sample  

Eligible participants included current, long-term and/or retired employees (part-time 

and/or full-time) with different cultural/ethnic backgrounds who experienced and/or witnessed 

intercultural conflict(s). New hires who worked in organizations for at least 6 months or more 

also qualified for the study. I used a mix of purposive and snowball sampling techniques. I 

requested my interviewees to recommend people who met the eligibility criteria. 

4. Results 

Fifteen semi-structured in-depth interviews were conducted for this research study. Two 

interviews were conducted with employers—Person A and Person B. The rest were employee 

interviews—Person C to Person O. All respondents stated that they were originally from the 

United States with the exception of a few who also mentioned their country of origin. 

Information about respondents’ ethnicity/race, job title(s) and months/years of service is shared 

below. Interviewees served/are currently working in the state(s) mentioned in the table. 
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4.1. Demographics 

Person Job Title Length Ethnicity/Race States Served Citizenship 

A HR Specialist 2 years Hawaiian 

Chinese, etc. 

Hawaii United States 

B Senior HR Generalist 1 year Japanese 

Portuguese, etc. 

Hawaii United States 

C Case Manager 2 years Khmer California Cambodia 

United States 

D Curriculum Developer 

Art Teacher, etc. 

2 years 

1.5 years, 

etc. 

Japanese California 

Florida 

Texas 

 

United States 

E Program Specialist 3.5 years White Washington 

D.C. 

United States 

F HR Specialist 8 years Hispanic 

African-American 

Florida United States 

G Seller Support 2 years Filipino Washington United States 

H Sales Engineer 

Systems Validation 

Engineer  

1 year 

4 years 

Pakistani Pennsylvania 

Indiana 

Pakistan 

United States 

I College and Career 

Advisor 

8 months Caucasian  Texas United States 

J Customer Service 

Associate, etc. 

7 years North African 

Amazigh 

White American 

Illinois United States 
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K Summer Institute 

Coordinator 

Almost 

3 years 

White Iowa United States 

L Records Retrieval 

Specialist  

6 months Black California United States 

M Software Engineer 3.5 years Taiwanese New Jersey Taiwan 

United States 

N Permanent Substitute 

Teacher 

6 months Appalachian 

American 

Tennessee United States 

O Community Manager 

of Development, etc. 

Almost  

20 years 

Japanese Hawaii United States 

 

4.2. Analysis 

Interview results were divided into two categories—employers’ and employees’ 

perspectives—to answer the three research questions: What are the causes of intercultural 

conflict in the workplace? How can organizational norms help reduce intercultural conflicts? 

What key strategies do employees use to overcome intercultural conflicts? Two interviews were 

conducted with employers (Person A and Person B). The rest were employee interviews (Person 

C to Person O). 

4.2.1. Employers’ Perspective 

4.2.1.1. Intercultural Conflict: Definitions  

Employers were asked to provide their interpretations of intercultural conflict. They 

viewed the term as miscommunication and misinformation. For example, Person B saw 

intercultural conflict as differences between two or more cultures to which conversations cannot 
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occur, or people cannot come to agreements or compromises to the viewpoints and to the actions 

of individuals in each of those cultures. 

4.2.1.2 Causes of Intercultural Conflicts 

Employers were not asked the first research question—causes of intercultural conflict. 

This question was most relevant to employees because they had more awareness and a clearer 

understanding of the factors that caused intercultural conflicts in their organizations as opposed 

to HR managers.  

4.2.1.3. Organizational Norms to Reduce Intercultural Conflicts 

*Organizational norms are acceptable behaviors/practices that employees routinely follow. 

The second research question addressed how organizational norms reduced intercultural 

conflicts. Respondents recommended observing behavioral patterns between and among 

employees, and investing in trainings that fostered collaboration. They highlighted their 

expectations of employees and factors that created a better, more navigable work environment, 

particularly in regards to cultural diversity.   

• Observing Behavioral Patterns 

Cultural trainings were recommended to build a more collaborative work environment 

and to foster intercultural harmony among employees. For example, gathering employees over 

work-related talk stories or a coffee hour that is part of daily interaction provided them the 

opportunity to observe how people behave or react. Observing verbal and nonverbal behaviors 

that are shaped by cultural upbringing, learned behaviors and/or emotional responses can help 

employees adapt and change their communications styles with their coworkers in the future to 

avoid conflicts. A respondent, an HR specialist, does something similar on a regular basis. She 

interacts with employees every day and observes their body language and behavioral patterns 
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based on the way that employees present themselves. “It is just a matter of adjusting. I think 

people just typically adjust on their own or realize that this is how a person talks; this is how they 

work. So, moving forward, we kind of have an idea about how people work, and we just have to 

adjust.” Person A revealed. 

Human Resources seeks certain qualities in potential candidates for a job that prepares 

them for a fast-paced, collaborative work environment. Qualifications and prior work experience 

were considered most important. Respondents shared that HR looks for the most fitting candidate 

for a role considering his or her qualifications, merit and previous work experience. “We look at 

their (job applicants’) professional background, what they understand in terms of the field of 

work and then we look at their experience. So, where have they worked? What have they done in 

their past positions? That constitutes them being a qualified candidate for the position.” Person B 

shared. 

• Investment in Trainings to Foster Collaboration 

An organization should invest in trainings that address the importance of working with 

diverse groups of people. This institutional practice can reduce intercultural conflicts in the 

future. To address intercultural conflicts, it is critical for organizations to ensure a tolerant 

workplace for all employees. To meet this goal, organizations should maintain a work 

environment that is free of discrimination. Seminars and workshops designed for 

communication, adaptation to different cultures and learning styles were recommended. 

Prioritizing socially acceptable workplace behaviors was another way of ensuring intercultural 

harmony. 

There is more to an organization than just culture. Sometimes, a workplace comprises of 

different generations working under one roof. A participant compared workforce diversity in his 
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organization to Hawaii, a melting pot of the Pacific, comprising of many different cultures and 

generations. People in Hawaii are already comfortable with different cultures co-existing. 

Regardless of where an employee is from, there is a universal expectation of how an employee 

performs and interacts with others, including peers, subordinates, managers, executives and the 

general public.  

A respondent stated that her company offers seminars and workshops to employees to 

help them understand about different communication, coaching and learning styles. Another 

employer participant revealed that his organization asks questions such as: how do employees 

engage in conversations? How do they talk to one another? These open conversations allow 

employees to think and reevaluate their future interactions with coworkers.  

4.2.1.4 Strategies to Overcome Intercultural Conflicts at Work 

Based on the employers’ answers, anti-resolution steps and involvement of a levelheaded 

superior were seen as effective strategies.  

• Anti-resolution Steps 

To avoid potential cultural conflicts at work, anti-resolution steps were recommended. 

An anti-resolution process involves corrective measures to put an end to a practice or certain 

behaviors at work. For example, a respondent stated that employees’ cultural behaviors may not 

necessarily reflect at work because they have to comply with a set of behavioral standards to 

work collaboratively. If they are unable to comply, the organization will enforce those standards. 

Moreover, organizations should implement a conflict resolution policy to reduce intercultural 

conflicts between and among employees, especially in a culturally diverse work environment. 

Although employer participants revealed that their organizations currently do not have a policy 

for intercultural conflicts, they have behavioral guidelines and a process in place to resolve 
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workplace conflicts. These include different tiers to resolve conflicts based on the situation. It is 

more a matter of addressing an issue and seeing what course of action can be taken without 

viewing situations specifically from the lens of intercultural conflicts. A respondent said that in 

the future, incorporating more learning opportunities and trainings to understand different 

cultures may be discussed. 

Another employer interviewee suggested meeting with employees and identifying root 

causes of a conflict. The next step addresses the problem. Disciplinary and remedial actions can 

be taken if the problem fails to resolve or employees start to behave unprofessionally. He 

revealed that his organization maintains a conflict resolution process by meeting with employees 

individually and learning about their perspectives. Organizations should have a conflict 

resolution process and this process should apply uniformly to all, regardless of culture. HR is 

bipartisan and works to ensure that all perspectives are understood to foster collaboration. HR 

practitioners across the board should be fairly consistent in providing the exact same answers to 

all the questions. If they cannot, this inconsistency needs to be addressed, both by HR and the 

organization.   

• Involvement of a Levelheaded Superior 

The best practice is to involve someone, such as HR or a supervisor, who is levelheaded, 

trustworthy and neutral, to step in and diffuse conflicts among employees. A respondent 

suggested training supervisors, managers or anyone in the executive management to be the 

middleman and maintain a neutral stance if employees were involved in intercultural conflicts. 

Furthermore, the individual treating unfairly and the receiver of such treatment should come to a 

mutual, respectful understanding to avoid future conflicts.  
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4.2.2. Employees’ Perspective 

4.2.2.1. Intercultural Conflict: Definitions 

Regarding the definitions of intercultural conflict, most interviewees described 

intercultural conflict as differences in culture, values and beliefs and people sharing dissimilar 

perspectives. For example. Person C related intercultural conflict with racism and white 

supremacy. He found that in the U.S., white Americans, being the dominant group, are not 

accepting or understanding of minority cultures. Others also viewed intercultural conflict as a 

difference in perspective on how one works, lives life and engages with others in what maybe a 

value system that clashes because of cultural upbringing. Many historical issues are tied to 

intercultural conflict, especially in the United States. “Conflict comes in when there is a certain 

power dynamic at play or maybe people from one cultural background have historically had 

more power than people from other cultural backgrounds. There is perhaps a lack of respect for 

other people’s cultural understandings of the world.” Person J shared.  

4.2.2.2. Causes Of Intercultural Conflicts 

Interviewees addressed the first research question that probed causes of intercultural 

conflicts. Lack of awareness of cultures, clash of workplace attitudes, and ethnicity/race conflicts 

were described as triggers of intercultural conflict.  

• Lack of Awareness of Cultures 

While some behaviors are highly respected in one culture, they may not be considered 

acceptable in others. Sometimes, cultural practices can reflect in the work ethics of individuals. 

The inability to understand these cultural practices can result in conflicts among employees. 

Some interviewees mentioned key differences between Japanese and the U.S. work cultures, 

highlighting politeness as an important cultural value in Japan.  
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For example, in Japanese work culture, san—Mr./Ms. in English—is a title given to a 

person to show respect. A respondent, not belonging to the Japanese culture, sent out an email to 

someone without mentioning “san.” His manager very politely explained why it was important to 

address people with “san” and provided a resource for him to learn in-depth about Japanese 

culture. The interviewee took that experience as a learning curve and did not feel that the 

incident involved conflict, although he was immersed in a work environment comprising of 

people from a dominant culture. Similarly, if being direct and straightforward are held as 

workplace norms, those behaviors can come across as rude to Japanese employees.  

Another respondent with Japanese ethnicity/race suffered mostly because of the nature of 

communication at her workplace. Direct communication did not align with her personally 

because of her Japanese culture. She highlighted a personal experience when a lead instructor 

told her to take initiative at work. She was reluctant initially because she assumed that a role of 

this nature would involve a lead instructor who had the most outward facing role in cultivating 

parent-teacher relationships. She felt that it was not her place to overstep leadership, and 

although she was being respectful by not asserting herself, the lead instructor took that as a sign 

of poor leadership. The respondent further added how easily people would talk over or disregard 

a Persian colleague at her workplace because of her quiet, gentle nature. Her personality, 

possible shaped by her culture, was easily overshadowed by stronger, more dominant 

personalities. One of the study participants shared another cultural difference at work; while 

white Americans valued punctuality, Latino employees took time to build relationships with 

coworkers before heading to work. These varied communication/behavioral styles, shaped by 

culture and traditions, can likely cause cultural friction between employees.  
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Miscommunication and failure to adjust to a diverse work environment were perceived as 

causes of cultural friction between college students from Indian and Pakistani during a two-week 

cultural exchange program in the United States. “I think there were some growing pains, some 

real differences between a few of the participants who really struggled to be in that space. It was 

a diverse, and you can certainly argue that it was a very privileged space.” Person K shared. 

What made the conflict between Indian and Pakistani students more pronounced was their 

conflicted, shared history of partition. 

• Clash of Workplace Attitudes 

Individuals may perform tasks differently based on their work ethics that are shaped by 

their unique personalities and/or cultural factors. Although employees are expected to adjust to 

the culture of an organization, their unique mannerisms and work ethics may not align with the 

institution. For example, a respondent’s nonconformist temperament at work resulted in 

conflicts. “I was taking the path of most resistance. I feel like people by nature choose the path of 

least resistance because they don't want to be isolated.” As a black woman, she felt that 

individuals chose to not stand their ground and show resistance because they wanted to 

assimilate and be seen as ideal employees.  

In this study, differences in working styles were also seen as triggers of cultural conflicts. 

For example, a participant stated that the work ethic of her Indian and Costa Rican counterparts 

varied because of their personalities shaped by their work culture. Indian coworkers were more 

accustomed to a fast-paced work environment, which did not culturally align with white 

employees. Similarly, two other respondents shared that use of culturally insensitive 

terminologies and manner of verbal communication resulted in intercultural conflicts particularly 

in regards to interaction between white Americans and minority groups. 
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Even a big age difference among employees at work was considered a cause of conflict. 

Younger, newer employees with innovative ideas may clash with seniors who have served the 

organization longer. A respondent disclosed that she would write fee waivers for students who 

did not qualify for scholarships or provide information on financial aid very liberally as opposed 

to how instructors were traditionally trained to share information. Conflicts occurred when 

professional values, shaped by personal and cultural experiences, clashed with each other.  

While accomplishing tasks in a timely manner is a workplace norm in American culture, 

hospitality is considered an equally essential part of South Asian culture. One of the respondents 

mentioned that it was rude of her organization to not offer refreshments to Indian and Pakistani 

participants. Even curiosity may come across as harassment to South Asians when in reality, that 

is just how Americans make conversation.    

In this study, participants mentioned unique cultural differences between Hawaii and the 

U.S. mainland. While being direct and straightforward about problem-solving at work are held as 

norms in the U.S. mainland, passive aggressiveness and indirect interaction are seen as 

appropriate ways of approaching workplace issues in Hawaii.   

• Ethnicity/Race Conflicts 

Intercultural conflicts are largely based on power play and history of struggles between 

whites and other ethnicities/races (e.g., Blacks, Latinos, Muslims, etc.) A participant stated that 

he experienced class conflict at an inner city school where he worked as a substitute teacher. It 

was an all-black school and a white Canadian served as the principal, trying to manage a place in 

Memphis that was experiencing racial tensions. Building on race, another respondent disclosed 

that her African-American coworker, who co-led the Diversity and Inclusion initiative for 

Hawaii and the Pacific, deemed one of leaders of the organization as racist. The respondent and 
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her Filipino-Hawaiian colleague felt that their African-American coworker was biased towards 

white leadership. Another interviewee, who was black, heard a white employee overtly say the 

“N” word in a professional, legal work environment. Many non-black employees observed the 

respondent and her black colleague’s reaction to the “N” word. While the interviewee clearly 

froze in the moment, her colleague, who was also black, continued the conversation and laughed 

off the matter as if nothing derogatory was said. This behavior normalized innuendos and racist 

remarks targeted towards a minority group in an organization. Cultural stereotyping in 

organizations is also common. A respondent shared some of her Latino and African-American 

colleagues were seen as janitorial or valet staff based on their ethnicities. Similarly, a woman of 

color was perceived “hood” (someone who comes from a poor family/neighborhood) when she 

disclosed that she was from Los Angeles. These cultural misnomers, rooted in American history, 

wind up creating further divisiveness at work. 

Many respondents felt that white American culture held more importance in an 

organization than minority cultures. Subordinates working under white leadership have to 

acquiesce to their commands. A participant who worked in a predominately white arts institution 

stated that many community members felt discomfort seeing racist murals on the walls. The 

management did not take any action in taking down the murals until George Floyd’s murder in 

2020.  

Another experience working for the organization involved an event for Muslim artists 

planned during the month of Ramadan—fasting season for Muslims world over. The organizers 

were unsuccessful in providing these artists with a flexible schedule and accommodating their 

personal needs during a day of fasting. The management planned this event to show their 

knowledge of the Muslim world yet completely negated a very important part of Muslim culture; 
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the month of Ramadan. The respondent found the planning of the event to be inconsiderate and 

tone-deaf. She felt that in this instance, non-white employees submitted to the demands put forth 

by white organizers. The participant also recalled organizing off-site programming for African-

American and Latino students living in underprivileged neighborhoods who were interested in 

arts and music. She felt that the management did not value the program as highly as other 

prominent programs. Instead of caring for these poor students selflessly, the team took 

promotional photos of them playing instruments to secure more profit from granters. 

4.2.2.3. Organizations’ Role In Reducing Intercultural Conflicts 

Employees answered research question two that focused on how organizations could 

better manage intercultural conflicts. Many respondents believed that organizations should 

conduct training sessions with employees to build social cohesion and cultural competence. 

Others felt that companies should focus more on diversifying leadership and developing 

sensitivity for all cultures through an acculturation process.  

• Conflict Resolution Trainings 

Organizations can establish a groundwork to approach cultural conflicts and facilitate 

needful conversations that acknowledge and embrace multiple perspectives, including those that 

may be culturally biased. This feat can be accomplished through conflict resolution trainings that 

prepare employees to engage in a culturally sensitive manner but trains them for success while 

working abroad. Having important resources on the dos and don’ts of a particular culture can 

help reduce potential intercultural conflicts. If organizations claim to be diverse, the decisions 

taken should be cross-checked for cultural competence.  

A respondent mentioned that one of his organizations established affinity groups 

comprising of Asians, South Asians, Arabs and African-Americans. These groups helped 
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employees acknowledge their cultural differences and developed a sense of belonging in a shared 

workplace. Companies bear the responsibility of building social cohesion along the lines of 

religion, gender and different kinds of ethnic groups. These factors combined can have a positive 

impact on a workplace.  

• Diverse Leadership  

Having a diverse group of individuals lead an organization can reduce cultural conflicts. 

Leaders from culturally diverse backgrounds can see through multiple perspectives and better 

regulate conflicts among employees who share a culture similar to theirs. A stronger, more 

diverse HR team plays an equally important role in managing cultural conflicts at work.  

Many participants noticed inconsistencies between what their organizations stated in 

terms of diversity versus reality. For example, an interviewee felt that HR is more driven by 

profits and work performance, not by diversity or factors that make a workplace toxic. Another 

respondent was put off by microaggressions and hypocrisy at the hands of white leadership that 

boasted about workforce diversity. The organization claimed to be diverse but the leadership was 

full of white Americans. Her superiors stated having 50% women working in the organization, 

which was far from true. “I am looking up there on the hierarchy chart. Like, where are the 

women? They are all down here. I feel like it is very hypocritical to say we are diverse, but then 

there is no diversity within the leadership.” Person M revealed.  

Building on her experiences working as a career counselor, an interviewee felt that 

schools needed to address diversity because according to her, diversity looked good on paper for 

schools but the reality was different.  

While addressing intercultural conflicts and diversity, it is critical to bring awareness to 

the challenges that the LGBTQ+ community experiences across U.S. organizations. In terms of 
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gender diversity, a respondent shared that the responsibility of promoting a culture of 

understanding and tolerance rests with organizations in both instances of intercultural conflict 

and struggles that the LGBTQ+ community experiences across institutions. These 

recommendations require organizations to investigate issues related to diversity at work. 

• Acculturation Process for Employees 

Companies should take the time to help new employees get accustomed to the culture of 

an organization. One way of mitigating possible intercultural conflicts is to provide opportunities 

to learn about other cultures through cultural celebrations and food. A participant suggested that 

leadership and team leads should take ownership and cultivate intercultural relationships 

between and among employees through celebratory and/or cultural events. Companies need to 

have an acculturation process in place for employees to adapt to the culture of an organization. 

Participants stated that an organization should invest in an active Diversity, Equity and Inclusion 

initiative that can help employees understand one another and practice what they learn. This 

effort can support intercultural harmony. An interviewee, for example, disclosed that as a 

substitute teacher, he was not trained about the workplace culture, which made him feel out of 

place. Working without training in an all-black school in Memphis made him feel more like an 

outsider.  

4.2.2.4 Strategies to Overcome Intercultural Conflicts 

Interviewees provided insights into how they navigated intercultural conflicts at work—

research question three. Respondents described finding commonalities instead of differences as 

means of navigating cultural conflicts at work. Adaptation, silence, withdrawal, acceptance and 

openness in terms of dialogue were also important strategies of managing intercultural conflicts. 
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• Finding Commonalities Instead of Differences  

One way of diffusing cultural conflicts is to focus on the abilities and strengths of individuals 

from two different cultures. One employee shared that he focused on what made Indian and 

Pakistani students unique writers in a U.S. exchange program. That was a way of building a 

cohesive work environment and seeing people through their abilities. Employees can also 

develop sharp awareness of different cultures by asking more questions and having supportive 

superiors tell them about available resources that can guide them about other cultures.  

• Adaptation, Silence, Withdrawal and Openness 

Many respondents had unique ways of coping with intercultural conflicts. Adaptation, 

silence, withdrawal and openness were a few suggested strategies. The first step to resolving 

intercultural conflict is to reevaluate a situation. Employees would try to understand if their 

frustration was a result of their perspectives or if the insult or injury they experienced was simply 

one-sided. During intercultural conflicts, employees may opt for silence withdrawal, or have an 

open conversation with others, such as HR.  

Participants would keep silent if they felt that there was no established conflict resolution 

process in their organizations. For example, a respondent felt uncomfortable sharing his 

complaints with HR. “Anyone who has worked in corporate America long enough understands 

that HR is there to protect the company, not necessarily the people. I think a lot of people find 

that out the hard way.” he said. Another participant stated that she could not do anything to 

regulate intercultural conflicts because her organization was huge. She felt that immigrant 

employees on H-1B work visas did not want to cause drama because they wanted to work long-

term in the United States. “I knew that what I say will not make a difference.” Person M said.  
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When employees felt that there were no means of resolving cultural conflicts at work, 

they would withdraw. Some participants said that they would re-evaluate the situation, hoping to 

de-escalate intercultural conflicts. Others would use humor or make conversation to diffuse 

conflicts. However, if conflicts failed to be resolved or emerged as bigger issues, they would 

simply withdraw. One participant mentioned that he would resign. 

Finally, there are employees who would feel comfortable to speak out about their 

situation with other employees or their superiors. For those employees, honesty and openness are 

important. They may go to the seminars and meetings to share their problems with others. If their 

personal problem-solving approach did not work, they would address the issue to a close circle 

of coworkers or approach their supervisors.  

• Acceptance 

 Data also showed that some employees would just accept mistreatment based on the 

history of white colonization and ethnicity/race-based conflicts within white Americans. Two 

respondents of white descent stated that they would accept mistreatment. One of them 

recognized that as a white male, he is steeped in layers of privilege. Hence, he is less likely to 

experience discrimination based on race. He feels that for so long the world has been colonized 

and whites have been stereotyped. In moments of facing discrimination, he will take no personal 

offense and instead make those experiences teachable moments for him that he can possibly pass 

along to his students who share similar identity markers.  

Another respondent did not identify very strongly with his culture and ethnicity so he 

would not feel as bothered if he were mistreated. His grandparents are from Appalachia, one of 

the poorest regions in the United States, and he considers that identity marker to be more 

important to him than the broader category of white Americans. “White doesn't mean anything 
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on a personal level. My family would be considered white trash to most people in the United 

States.” Person N revealed. Growing up, he was seen as someone who was unable to function in 

what is considered a liberal American society. He was a first-generation college student in his 

family. His grandma could not read or write. Hence, coming from a background like that into a 

mainstream system that is not designed for people of a certain white class automatically put him 

at a disadvantage. For him, discrimination had more to do with his class as a white American. 

5. Discussion 

5.1. Theoretical Implications 

Interview results were divided into two categories for employers and employees, and the 

most common causes of intercultural conflicts were lack of awareness of cultures, clash of 

workplace attitudes, and ethnicity/race conflicts. A key finding in the paper highlighted how 

workplace deviance resulted in intercultural conflicts. Just as color or ethnic/racial differences 

triggered ingroup favoritism, people would view deviant behavior at work negatively (i.e., 

Bowns and Abrams, 2003). A respondent of color shared how she chose resistance over 

compliance at work, which resulted in conflicts in her organization. Another participant revealed 

that an Indian supervisor gave preferential treatment to white employees to work from home and 

take days off over employees of other ethnicities/races. A study highlighted a similar pattern 

where ingroup bias and intergroup discrimination is based on “preferential treatment” of ingroup 

members (Brewer, 1999; Hammond & Axelrod, 2006).  

Study results also highlighted that a lack of understanding of different cultures triggered 

conflicts in organizations because of unique cultural patterns and communication styles. An 

interviewee revealed that white Americans valued punctuality but Latino employees took time to 

cultivate relationships with coworkers before heading to work. This finding corroborates that 
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white American culture is very individualistic. A past study provided an international perspective 

of Americans and Japanese working in organizations in Thailand. Thais were more concerned 

with building relations at work, especially with foreigners or people who they did not know well 

(Suthipiyapathra, 2009).  

Moreover, in the paper, two interviewees shared their experiences with cultural 

stereotyping. One participant was perceived “exotic” while interacting with people in customer 

service. Usually white Americans would approach her and ask, “What are you?” Similarly, 

another study participant stated that she experienced microaggressions where people would also 

call her exotic and ask where she was from. When she replied, Washington, they would ask, 

“No, where are your parents from?” These comments come from a place of ignorance. Hence, 

stereotyping people based on their appearance and cultural differences can stir further cultural 

conflicts. A previous study also highlighted that cultural differences can obstruct mutual 

understanding during negotiation (Shonk, 2021). 

Then, in managing intercultural conflicts in an organization, employer respondents 

recommended observing diverse behavioral patterns among their employees and investing more 

in trainings to support collaboration. Based on the employers’ answers, anti-resolution steps and 

involvement of a levelheaded superior were seen as effective strategies. One of the interviewees 

suggested a strategy to train supervisors, managers and anyone in the executive position to be the 

middleman and maintain a neutral stance if multiple employees were involved in intercultural 

conflicts. Another interviewee stated that while working for a white institution, she witnessed 

employees acquiescing to white leadership and their demands. Her experience supports the idea 

that white leadership failed to accommodate feedback provided by their staff. A previous study 
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corroborated that having an empathetic CEO regulate crisis in an organization can determine 

organizational success (König et al., 2020).  

Finally, study results revealed that employees adjusted their behaviors accordingly to 

reduce conflicts at work. These pathways were adaptation, silence, withdrawal, acceptance and 

openness. A previous study highlighted how adapting to diverse cultures can help reduce 

potential conflicts (Ting-Toomey, 2009).  

Practical Implications 

During the interviews, both employers revealed that their organizations do not have a 

policy specifically for intercultural conflicts. Hence, institutions/employers can utilize findings 

from this paper to propose an organizational policy that addresses intercultural conflicts to foster 

an ideal work environment for all employees. Researchers can further build on the paper and 

examine why organizations ignore intercultural conflicts despite being culturally diverse.  

There is a dire need for organizations to focus their time, energy and efforts on 

intercultural dialogue to promote intercultural harmony among employees. Organizations can use 

findings from this paper to further improve workplace issues overall. Many Americans and 

foreigners working in culturally rich organizations can relate to employees’ experiences in this 

paper that can help them avoid and better navigate intercultural conflicts in the future.  

More importantly, employers need to consider recommendations provided by employees 

to reduce intercultural conflicts at work. For example, organizations need to be clear about the 

values and behaviors they consider acceptable and unacceptable. Institutions need to create 

opportunities for employees to learn about different cultures in an effort to develop cultural 

sensitivity. Many respondents in this study felt that HR prioritized work performance over 

employees’ well-being. They failed to acknowledge and resolve factors that created a work 
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environment toxic. One of the respondents stated that a diverse group of leaders can better 

identify and resolve intercultural conflicts. If organizations claim to be diverse, the decisions 

they ultimately take should be cross-checked for cultural competence. Employees should also be 

a part of an acculturation process to get familiar with the culture of an organization. In terms of 

collaborating with international companies, organizations should train employees in advance to 

help them better navigate a different work culture abroad. There seemed to be a discrepancy 

between what employers stated in the interview and how employees perceived HR in regards to 

approaching intercultural conflicts. Therefore, these challenges and recommendations provided 

by employees can better guide organizations to develop a comprehensive policy that addresses 

intercultural conflicts. 

5.2. Limitations & Future Studies 

The study is limited to the United States, host country of many cultures. Many companies 

world over have a homogenous work culture. Hence, findings from this paper cannot be 

generalized to every organization. Although people from similar cultures may experience 

workplace conflicts, the complexity of conflicts will be less severe compared to those working in 

culturally diverse organizations. Although gender and religion are part of the literature review, 

they are not the focus of this paper. Many interviewees did not discuss religion and gender with 

the exception of one respondent who briefly drew a parallel between intercultural conflicts and 

the struggles of the LGBTQ+ community across organizations in the United States. A previous 

research study highlighted that discrimination based on religion has received less scholarly 

support than discrimination along other dimensions such as gender, race, ethnicity, and sexual 

orientation (Wright et al., 2013, p. 112). This leaves room for further research to be conducted on 
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religion and the LGBTQ+ community in the context of cultural conflicts across U.S. 

organizations.  

6. Conclusion 

While cultural differences can cause a majority of intercultural conflicts, culture is an 

umbrella term that also embodies religion, gender and history. Our definition of culture revolves 

around distinct physical attributes, unique languages and traditions. However, culture is more 

nuanced. Cultural conflicts are not exclusively based on differences between a dominant culture 

and a foreign culture. Cultures that exist within cultures have had a history of injustices and 

prejudices that are based on religion, sexual orientations and class conflicts, among other factors 

that are often ignored in academic contexts while addressing intercultural conflicts.  
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Consent to Participate in a Research Project 

Haider Rifaat Hussain, Principal Investigator 
Project title: Pathways to Overcoming Intercultural Conflicts Across Organizations in the U.S. 

 

Appendix A. Consent form  

Aloha! My name is Haider Rifaat Hussain and you are invited to take part in a research study. I am a 

graduate student at the University of Hawai'i at Mānoa in the Department of Communication. As part 

of the requirements for earning my graduate degree, I am conducting a research study. 

 

What am I being asked to do?  

If you participate in this study, I will meet with you for an interview at a location and time that is 

convenient for you. A virtual interview is also possible. 

 

Taking part in this study is your choice.  

Your participation in this project is completely voluntary. You may stop participating at any time. There 

will be no penalty or loss to you.  

 

Why is this study being done? 

The purpose of my research project is to break the culture of silence and promote a harmonious 

workplace environment by means of investigating the root causes of intercultural conflict across 

organizations in the United States, and strategies that employees use to navigate through these conflicts. 

Recommendations from this project will help organizations implement an organizational policy that 

addresses intercultural hardships.  

 

What will happen if I decide to take part in this study? 

The interview will consist of a few open-ended questions. It will take at least 30 minutes. Key questions 

will be the following: “What are the causes of intercultural conflict?”, How can organizational norms 

help minimize intercultural conflicts?, “Share a personal experience involving intercultural conflict” 

and “What key strategies do you use to navigate through intercultural conflict(s)?” Only you and I will 

be present during the interview. With your permission, I will audio-record the interview so that I can 

later transcribe the interview and analyze the responses. You will be one of about 20 people who I will 

interview for this study.  

 

What are the risks and benefits of taking part in this study? 

There are no risks associated with being part of this study. Your personal information will not be 

disclosed, considering the ethics of the study. 

 

       Privacy and Confidentiality:  

I will keep all data secure on a password protected computer. Only my University of Hawai'i advisor 

and I will have access to the information. Other agencies that have legal permission have the right to 

review research records. The University of Hawai'i Human Studies Program has the right to review 

research records for this study.  

After I write a copy of the interviews, I will erase or destroy the audio-recordings. When I report the 

results of my research project, I will not use your name. I will not use any other personal identifying 

information that can identify you. I will use pseudonyms (fake names) and report my findings in a way 

that protects your privacy and confidentiality to the extent allowed by law.   
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Future Research Studies:   

Even after removing identifiers, the data from this study will not be used or distributed for future 

research studies.   

 

Questions:  

If you have any questions about this study, please email me at haiderr@hawaii.edu or call (808) 807-

8756. You may also contact my advisor, Dr. Ji Young Kim at jkim22@hawaii.edu  

You may contact the UH Human Studies Program at 808.956.5007 or uhirb@hawaii.edu to discuss 

problems, concerns and questions; obtain information; or offer input with an informed individual who 

is unaffiliated with the specific research protocol. Please visit http://go.hawaii.edu/jRd for more 

information on your rights as a research participant. 

If you agree to participate in this project, please sign and date this signature page and return it to Haider 

Rifaat Hussain, Principal Investigator of the study. 

Keep a copy of the informed consent for your records and reference.  

 

Signature(s) for Consent: 

I give permission to join the research project entitled, “Pathways to Overcoming Intercultural Conflicts 

Across Organizations in the U.S.” 

 

 

 

Please initial next to either “Yes” or “No” to the following:  

 

___ Yes ___ No   I consent to be audio-recorded for the interview portion of this research.  
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Appendix B. Interview Questionnaire  

B-1. INTERVIEW QUESTIONS FOR EMPLOYEES 

INTRODUCTION QUESTIONS FOR EMPLOYEES 

1. What is your job title in the organization? 

2. How many years have you been working in this organization? 

3. Which country are you originally from? 

4. What is your ethnicity? 

MAIN QUESTIONS FOR EMPLOYEES 

5. What does intercultural conflict mean to you? 

6. How would you describe your experience working for this organization?  

7. In your view, what are the root causes of intercultural conflict in your workplace? 

8. Share a personal experience involving intercultural conflict? 

9. What strategies did you use to navigate through an experience involving intercultural 

conflict?  

10. What role does the organization play to minimize intercultural conflicts?  

11. Share an experience in your organization where you witnessed or heard of someone from 

a different country being treated poorly/unfairly. 

12. How would you react if you were being treated unfairly based on your ethnicity and 

culture? 

CONCLUSION QUESTIONS FOR EMPLOYEES 

• Anything you would like to add before leaving? 
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B-2. INTERVIEW QUESTIONS FOR EMPLOYERS  

INTRODUCTION QUESTIONS FOR EMPLOYERS 

1. What is your job title in the organization? 

2. How many years have you been working here? 

3. Which country are you originally from?  

4. What is your ethnicity?  

MAIN QUESTIONS FOR EMPLOYERS 

5. What does intercultural conflict mean to you?  

6. What do you ideally look for in potential candidates for a job? 

7. How do you ensure a tolerant employee-to-employee work dynamic in your organization? 

8. Can you explain if your organization has any conflict resolution policy or set guidelines to 

address intercultural conflicts? 

9. How can organizational norms help minimize intercultural conflicts?  

*Organizational norms are acceptable behaviors/practices that employees routinely follow. 

10. If you saw an employee from a foreign country being treated unfairly based on his or her 

ethnicity and culture, what strategies would you use to diffuse the situation?  

11. What more can employers do to ensure that intercultural conflicts are avoided? 

CONCLUSION QUESTIONS FOR EMPLOYERS 

• Anything you would like to add before leaving? 
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