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[bookmark: _Toc217033260]1. Introduction
Effective communication is widely recognised as a critical factor in international business success. As organisations increasingly operate across national, cultural, and linguistic boundaries, the ability of managers to communicate clearly and strategically has become central to coordination, decision-making, and relationship management. However, communication challenges in international business contexts are often underestimated, particularly in routine practices such as meetings, which are frequently assumed to be neutral spaces for information exchange.
International business meetings are complex social and cultural environments in which meaning is negotiated rather than simply transmitted. Cultural differences influence how participants interpret silence, disagreement, hierarchy, and consensus, often leading to misunderstandings even when a shared working language such as English is used. These misalignments can undermine trust, slow decision-making, and generate hidden conflict, making meetings a significant site of communication failure in international organisations.
The objective of this essay is to critically analyse communication practices in international business by examining how cultural differences shape interaction in international meetings. Drawing on intercultural communication theories, including Hofstede’s cultural dimensions, Business English as a Lingua Franca (BELF), and high- and low-context communication frameworks, the essay explores why meetings frequently fail to achieve their intended outcomes. The analysis is situated within a cross-cultural business context, focusing on interactions between Western European and East Asian organisations.
The essay is structured as follows. First, a review of key intercultural communication theories relevant to international meetings is presented. This is followed by a detailed analysis of communication challenges in cross-cultural meetings and the strategic approaches international managers can adopt to overcome these barriers. The essay concludes by reflecting on the implications for international managers seeking to communicate effectively in culturally diverse business environments.
[bookmark: _Toc217033261]2. Literature Review
Understanding communication practices in international business requires engagement with key intercultural communication theories that explain how meaning is created, interpreted, and contested across cultural boundaries. 
[bookmark: _Toc217033262]2.1. Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions
One of the most influential frameworks is Hofstede’s cultural dimensions theory, which highlights how national cultures differ along dimensions such as power distance, individualism versus collectivism, and uncertainty avoidance (Hofstede, 1991). In the context of international meetings, these dimensions shape expectations around hierarchy, participation, and decision-making. For example, participants from high power-distance cultures may view meetings as forums for formal endorsement rather than open discussion, whereas those from low power-distance cultures may expect active debate and egalitarian participation (The Culture Factor Group, 2025).
While Hofstede’s model provides a useful structural lens, it has been criticised for treating culture as relatively static and national level, potentially oversimplifying individual behaviour (Signorini, Wiesemes and Murphy, 2009).
[bookmark: _Toc217033263]2.2. Samovar
As a result, scholars such as Samovar et al. emphasise communication as a dynamic process of interpretation rather than a direct transmission of information (Samovar and Mills, 1992). From this perspective, meaning in international meetings is co-constructed through context, non-verbal cues, silence, and relational expectations. This approach is particularly relevant in cross-cultural settings where participants may share a common language but not a shared understanding of communicative norms.
The concept of high-context and low-context communication, also discussed by Samovar, further explains why misunderstandings frequently arise in international meetings. In high-context cultures, meaning is often implicit and embedded in social relationships, while low-context cultures rely on explicit verbal expression. When these styles intersect in meetings, silence or indirect language may be interpreted as agreement by some participants and as uncertainty or disengagement by others, leading to flawed assumptions and ineffective outcomes (Hofner Saphiere, Kappler Mikk and Ibrahim Devries, 2005).
[bookmark: _Toc217033264]2.3. Business English Lingua Franca (BELF)
Language use in international business meetings is further complicated by the prevalence of Business English as a Lingua Franca (BELF). Research on BELF highlights that although English may function as a shared working language, it does not guarantee shared meaning or equal participation (Du-Babcock and Richard, 2024). Power imbalances often emerge between native and non-native speakers, affecting confidence, turn-taking, and influence in meetings. This challenges the assumption that language standardisation automatically improves communication effectiveness.
[bookmark: _Toc217033265]2.4. Gimenez
Finally, Gimenez’s work on business discourse draws attention to the role of power, identity, and organisational context in shaping communication practices (José, 2011). Meetings are not neutral spaces; they are sites where authority is exercised and negotiated. From this perspective, communication breakdowns in international meetings reflect not only cultural differences in communication styles, but also asymmetries in organisational status, authority, and communicative legitimacy. Participants representing headquarters, senior management, or dominant business units are often implicitly granted greater credibility and influence, while those from subsidiaries or peripheral units may find their contributions discounted or overlooked, regardless of their substantive value. These imbalances shape who speaks, whose views are taken seriously, and how decisions are ultimately interpreted and enacted, reinforcing power dynamics that extend beyond culture alone (Hatim, 2006)

[bookmark: _Toc217033266]2.5 Summary
Together, these theories provide a multidimensional framework for analysing international meetings, highlighting how culture, language, and power interact to shape communication outcomes in international business contexts.
[bookmark: _Toc217033267]3. Main Analysis: Communication Practices in International Business Meetings
International business meetings are often treated as routine managerial activities designed to share information, align objectives, and facilitate decision-making. However, when meetings take place across cultural boundaries, they become complex communicative environments in which meaning is negotiated rather than simply exchanged (Piller, 2017). Cultural differences significantly shape how participants interpret key aspects of meetings, including participation, silence, disagreement, hierarchy, and decision-making authority. When these differences are not recognised or strategically managed, meetings can become sites of miscommunication and inefficiency.
One of the most visible challenges in international meetings relates to participation and hierarchy. Drawing on Hofstede’s concept of power distance, participants from low power-distance cultures, such as the United Kingdom or Germany, often expect meetings to be interactive forums where ideas can be openly challenged regardless of seniority (Fried, 2012). In contrast, participants from high power-distance cultures, such as Japan or China, may perceive meetings as formal spaces where hierarchy should be respected and where speaking out of turn may be considered inappropriate. In joint meetings between Western European headquarters and East Asian subsidiaries, this mismatch can result in Western managers interpreting limited verbal contribution as a lack of engagement, while East Asian participants view restrained participation as a sign of professionalism and respect (Hooker, 2008).
Another recurring source of misunderstanding in international meetings is the interpretation of silence and agreement. In low-context communication cultures, silence is often perceived negatively, suggesting uncertainty, disengagement, or disagreement. However, in high-context cultures, silence can signal reflection, politeness, or implicit consent (Rüttger, 2018). When managers assume that verbal agreement equates to commitment, decisions made in international meetings may later unravel, as apparent consensus masks unresolved concerns. This phenomenon illustrates Samovar’s argument that communication is shaped by cultural interpretation rather than objective meaning.
Language use further complicates communication in international meetings, particularly where Business English as a Lingua Franca (BELF) is employed (Capozza, 2023). Although English is frequently adopted to facilitate cross-border communication, shared language does not guarantee shared understanding. Non-native speakers may struggle with speed, idiomatic expressions, or culturally specific humour, reducing their willingness to contribute. At the same time, native speakers may unintentionally dominate discussions, reinforcing power imbalances. As BELF research highlights, communication effectiveness depends less on linguistic accuracy and more on mutual accommodation and sensitivity to differing communicative competencies (Nickerson and Planken, 2016).
These challenges are not merely interpersonal but have strategic consequences. Ineffective meetings can delay decision-making, weaken trust, and marginalise certain stakeholders, ultimately undermining organisational performance. From Gimenez’s perspective, meetings are arenas where power and legitimacy are enacted. When communicative norms privilege certain cultural styles over others, participation becomes uneven, and decisions may reflect dominance rather than collective understanding.
To overcome these barriers, international managers must adopt strategic communication approaches that go beyond cultural awareness training. One effective strategy is the redesign of meeting structures. Rather than relying solely on spontaneous verbal discussion, managers can incorporate pre-meeting agendas, written briefings, and follow-up summaries. These practices reduce reliance on real-time verbal fluency and allow participants from different cultural backgrounds to process information in ways that align with their communication preferences.
Another important strategy involves explicit meaning clarification. Managers should avoid assuming that silence or verbal agreement signifies consensus. Instead, they can encourage structured feedback mechanisms, such as round-robin contributions or post-meeting confirmations, to ensure shared understanding (Poyatos, 1988). This approach aligns with first principles thinking by challenging the assumption that communication success is automatic when information is transmitted.
International managers also play a critical role as communication mediators. Rather than acting solely as facilitators, they must interpret cultural cues, reframe messages, and ensure that divergent perspectives are acknowledged. This may involve legitimising indirect communication styles, managing turn-taking, or explicitly inviting contributions from less vocal participants. Such practices help rebalance power dynamics and foster inclusive participation (Smith and Lancashire, 2012)
Finally, developing language and cultural competence is essential for sustainable improvement. This does not imply fluency in multiple languages, but rather an awareness of how language choice, tone, and framing influence meaning. Encouraging plain English, avoiding idiomatic expressions, and creating psychologically safe environments for non-native speakers can significantly enhance communication effectiveness in international meetings.
In summary, communication challenges in international business meetings stem not from cultural differences alone, but from unexamined assumptions about how communication should function. By strategically redesigning meetings, clarifying meaning, and adopting inclusive communication practices, international managers can transform meetings from sites of misalignment into platforms for effective collaboration (Hichert and Faisst, 2017).
[bookmark: _Toc217033268]4. Conclusion
This essay has critically analysed communication practices in an international business context by examining how cultural differences shape interaction in international meetings. Rather than treating meetings as neutral spaces for information exchange, the analysis has demonstrated that they function as complex communicative environments in which meaning, power, and participation are negotiated. Drawing on intercultural communication theories such as Hofstede’s cultural dimensions, high- and low-context communication, Business English as a Lingua Franca (BELF), and discourse-based perspectives, the essay has shown that communication breakdowns often arise from unexamined assumptions about shared meaning rather than from language barriers alone.
The discussion highlights that cultural differences influence how hierarchy, silence, agreement, and participation are interpreted in meetings, frequently leading to misalignment between intention and understanding. When international managers rely on implicit norms or assume that verbal agreement equates to commitment, meetings may produce apparent consensus while concealing unresolved concerns. Such outcomes can weaken trust, marginalise certain voices, and undermine organisational effectiveness.
Importantly, the essay has argued that overcoming these challenges requires strategic communication management, not merely cultural awareness. Effective international managers redesign meeting structures, clarify meaning explicitly, and act as communicative mediators who balance diverse interaction styles. By adopting inclusive practices and developing language and cultural competence, managers can reduce power asymmetries and enhance collaboration across cultural boundaries.
In conclusion, successful communication in international business meetings depends on recognising that shared language does not guarantee shared understanding. By treating communication as a strategic capability rather than a routine process, international managers can transform meetings into productive spaces that support decision-making, coordination, and long-term global business relationships (Bannon and Mattock, 2003).
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