During my work experience in the Marriott Hotel Gateshead, I witnessed a situation that highlighted the significance of cultural understanding and the potential for misunderstandings to occur. This incident revolved around a religious misunderstanding.
My colleague Mick, working in Front of House, was responsible for checking in our guests, Mr. and Mrs. Khan, who had travelled from Pakistan. As a customary welcome, Mick extended his hand for a handshake, a polite gesture in many Western cultures. Mr. Khan warmly accepted the handshake. However, Mrs. Khan, following Islamic customs, refrained from shaking hands with unrelated men as a sign of modesty. She politely declined the handshake, lightly placing her hand over her heart while offering a warm smile.
Mick later confided in me, expressing confusion about Mrs. Khan's behaviour. He had assumed her reluctance was due to unfamiliarity with Western customs or shyness. Being a Muslim myself, I was able to explain the significance of Mrs. Khan's actions to Mick, shedding light on the Islamic practice she followed.
This scenario highlights the vital need to recognise and respect cultural and religious differences, even in routine interactions like greetings. The misunderstanding arose from a lack of awareness about these differences in greeting customs. Mick's unfamiliarity with the Islamic practice led to a moment of discomfort for Mrs. Khan, emphasising the role of cultural sensitivity in creating a welcoming atmosphere for diverse guests.
Reflecting on this scenario and its implications for preventing future cultural misunderstandings, hotel associates can focus on these skills and behavioural changes:
1. Knowledge Sharing and Enhanced Cultural Awareness: As demonstrated in the above scenario, sharing cultural knowledge with colleagues can be beneficial in collectively working to prevent misunderstandings and ensuring a welcoming environment for all guests. Associates need to proactively develop a deeper understanding of different cultures, their customs, traditions, and etiquette (Maheshkar and Sharma, 2018). Jabbour et al. (2011) discussed successful companies promoting activities, such as sports, conferences, and gym facilities, to create opportunities for employees to share experiences and knowledge.
2. Active Listening, Observation, and Adaptation: Associates should practise active listening and keen observation skills, paying close attention to non-verbal cues, body language, and verbal expressions of guests as valuable insights into their preferences and comfort levels (Hofstede, 2011). Jabbour et al. (2011) reported that companies experienced increased inclusivity of differences and the promotion of innovation, when they implemented diversity management practices.
3. Open and Respectful Communication: Jabbour et al. (2011), reminds us by “acknowledging that individuals are unique and different from each other”, will cultivate open and respectful communication with guests. If there is any uncertainty about a guest's preferences or cultural practices, employees should feel comfortable asking polite and sensitive questions to clarify and ensure their comfort (Hofstede, 2011).
4. Training and Education: Participating in cultural sensitivity training and continuous education programs is essential. This will keep employees updated on cultural nuances and help develop the knowledge and skills necessary to handle diverse guest interactions effectively (Alexander et al. 2014. Thomas, 2008. Maheshkar and Sharma, 2018).
By actively developing these skills and making these behavioural changes, associates can contribute to a more inclusive and welcoming atmosphere in the hospitality industry. The goal is to ensure that every guest, regardless of their cultural or religious background, has a positive and comfortable experience during their stay, free from unnecessary cultural misunderstandings. This not only benefits the guests but also enhances the reputation and success of the organisation.


