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Cultural Misunderstandings: A Professional Reflection

In the globalized world of the hospitality industry, interactions with guests from diverse cultural backgrounds have become increasingly common. A recent encounter with a Japanese guest, Mr. Tanaka, at the hotel where I work brought to light the significance of cultural sensitivity and the potential for misunderstandings (Cheng, S., & Lu, X., 2018). In this reflection, I will outline the scenario where a cultural misunderstanding occurred, delve into how such misunderstandings can happen, and discuss the skills and behavioural changes needed to prevent such situations in the future.

The Scenario:
In a busy hotel lobby filled with guests from different cultural backgrounds, Mr. Tanaka, a Japanese guest, stood out. He approached the Front of House desk and inquired about the availability of tea in his room. Noticing the absence of tea bags or a kettle, he politely expressed his disappointment through limited English. In response, I offered to send up hot water, but Mr. Tanaka appeared disheartened, as if something were lost in translation. This scenario made me realize that his expectations were different, and cultural nuances had caused a misunderstanding.

Cultural Misunderstandings:
Cultural misunderstandings can occur when individuals from diverse backgrounds interact. In this situation, several factors contributed to the misunderstanding. My limited knowledge of Japanese tea customs was a primary issue. I was unaware of the profound cultural significance of the Japanese tea ceremony or Chanoyu. In Japan, this art involves meticulous rituals, which I failed to comprehend. My language skills, though proficient, did not extend to understanding the specific cultural nuances of Japanese customs. Consequently, I treated the request as a simple inquiry about tea availability in the room, while Mr. Tanaka expected a more elaborate and culturally sensitive response.

Skills and Behavioral Changes:
To prevent such cultural misunderstandings, several skills and behavioural changes are essential. Firstly, developing cultural competence is crucial. Learning about the customs, traditions, and expectations of guests from various cultural backgrounds is essential. This includes understanding the significance of rituals like the Japanese tea ceremony (Cheng, S., & Lu, X., 2018).

Secondly, improving language proficiency, particularly in the context of cultural awareness, is vital. Learning key phrases or terms associated with common cultural practices can enhance communication.

Moreover, active listening is a skill that should be honed. By paying close attention to guests' requests and cues, we can identify subtle indications of cultural expectations.

The reflective models of Jasper and Rosser (2013) and Kolb (Wijnen-Meijer et al., 2022) can provide valuable guidance in developing these skills. Reflective practice, as highlighted by Jasper and Rosser, involves a structured and systematic approach to learning from experience. Through reflective cycles, I can examine past experiences, analyze them critically, and identify areas for improvement. Kolb's experiential learning cycle emphasizes the significance of concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualization, and active experimentation. Applying these models, I can assess past interactions, learn from them, and apply the knowledge to future encounters.

In conclusion, the scenario with Mr. Tanaka underscored the potential for cultural misunderstandings when interacting with guests from diverse backgrounds. It highlighted the importance of cultural competence, language proficiency, and active listening in preventing such misunderstandings. Through structured reflection and experiential learning, I aim to enhance these skills to create a more inclusive and culturally sensitive environment for guests from all corners of the world (Cheng, S., & Lu, X., 2018).
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