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Intercultural Communication: Creating Safer Spaces for Migrant Workers 

Disclaimer: The following summaries have been compiled by AMSSA. 

The Migration Matters: Migrant Worker Series info sheets provide information on relevant topics to enhance the capacity of 

organizations supporting migrant workers. 

Intercultural communication is an area of study that 
explores communication across different cultures and 
social groups and how culture affects communication. 
It studies the wide range of communication processes 
and problems that naturally appear within a work or 
social context made up of individuals from different 
race, gender, religious, social, ethnic, and educational 
backgrounds. In this sense, intercultural 
communication understands how people from different 
countries and cultures act, communicate and perceive 
the world around them1.  

Intercultural Communication Barriers 

There are various barriers to effective intercultural 
communication, including lack of knowledge about the 
different communication styles in different cultures, 
stereotypes, unconscious bias and language barriers. 
As a migrant worker, employer or service provider, it is 
important to be a good intercultural communicator to 
create a smooth relationship and a safe space for 
migrant workers. Understanding the six patterns of 
cultural differences and identifying unconscious biases 
is a first step to improve communication with culturally 
diverse groups. 

The table on the right describes the six fundamental 
patterns of cultural difference and the two interrelated 
major barriers in intercultural communication. These 
patterns describe ways in which cultures, as a whole, 
tend to vary from one another. These are some of the 
most common causes of cross-cultural communication 
difficulties. As one enters into a multicultural 
conversation, it is good to keep these generalized 
differences in mind. This can be helpful in seeing the 
situation from the other person’s point of view. 

Tools to Overcome Barriers in Intercultural 
Communication 

Understanding and acknowledging the six fundamental 
patterns of cultural difference helps intercultural 
communicators to understand and interpret situations 
and experiences as they are within a particular 
cultural context, rather than using personal cultural 
norms as the only judgement criteria. Therefore, a 
positive attitude towards the new culture is something 
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individuals should carry throughout the cross-cultural 
communication process in providing service or working 
with diverse groups of migrant workers2. 

 
 

Six fundamental patterns of cultural differences3 
  

Different commu-
nication style  

Verbal Language 
Across cultures, some words and 
phrases are used in different ways and 
have different meanings. 

Migrant workers have different levels of 
English (varies from fluent to minimum) 

Nonverbal 
Age, hierarchy or view of authority 
Facial expressions and gestures; seating 
arrangements, personal distance, and 
sense of time; appropriate level of asser-
tiveness in communication. 

Different attitudes 
towards conflict 

In some cultures, it is common to deal 
directly with conflicts that arise, for exam-
ple in a face-to-face meeting. In contrast, 
in many cultures, open conflict is experi-
enced as embarrassing or demeaning; 
as a rule, differences are best worked out 
quietly or using a mediator. 

Different  
approaches to 
completing tasks 

In some cultures, establishing relation-
ships comes first in the collaboration and 
others focus immediately on the task at 
hand. Also, the notion of time can vary. 

Decision  
making styles 

Collective vs individual decision making. 

Different attitudes 
toward disclosure 

To be frank about emotions, about the 
reasons behind a conflict or a misunder-
standing, or about personal information is 
appropriate in some cultures and inap-
propriate in other cultures. 

Different  
approaches to 
knowing 

How we acquire knowledge can vary de-
pending on the culture, for example, li-
brary research or gathering information 
from people’s experiences. 
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The other major barrier for intercultural communication is 
unconscious bias. Unconscious bias can lead individuals 
to make decisions based on flawed stereotypes or 
attitudes that have developed over time6. For example 
associating crime with certain ethnicities or thinking that 
people from a certain culture are uneducated puts 
unconscious bias in our mind7. Bias can be triggered 
and can have a devastating impact even when we are 
not aware of it, even when it is our intention to be 
fair8.  

Identifying stereotypes both positive and negative and 
working to reduce its impact helps us become better 
intercultural communicators. 

Individuals can overcome unconscious bias and 
stereotypic behaviors by: 

Identifying Stereotypes 

Most of us are unaware of the stereotypes that shaped 
our unconscious bias. The first step to being a better 
intercultural communicator is to start monitoring our own 
actions and attitudes when hearing an ethnic last name, 
interacting with people of different skin colors, hearing an 
accent, seeing a disability, etc.9 Analyzing ourselves in 
these interactions can help us become aware of the 
unconscious bias that might exist in our minds. 

Looking for Consistency 

It is important to monitor unconscious bias by monitoring 
its consistency. One way of monitoring consistency is 
asking: “Do I have the same reaction to members of a 
given group each time I encounter them?” If the answer 
is yes, this is a red light for unconscious bias. The other 
question that can be asked to monitor consistency of 
action is “Do I have these reactions before or after I have 
a chance to know the individual?” If the answer is before 

I have the chance to know the individual, this is another 
red light10.  

Recognizing these automatic responses and labeling 
them as stereotypes is a good first step. Reminding 
ourselves that stereotypes are poor indicators of an 
individual’s character, skills or personality also helps 
override unconscious bias. 

Pushing Stereotypes Aside 

After identifying the stereotypes that cause the 
unconscious bias and monitoring its consistency the 
next step is pushing the stereotypes aside. This helps 
individuals to see other individuals for who they are 
instead of labeling them by their culture, country of 
origin, skin color or sex11. Stereotyping is a habit that 
can be learned unconsciously through repetition and 
can be consciously unlearned through identifying it, 
monitoring its consistency and practicing putting it 
aside. 

Language as a Barrier 

Besides the cultural differences in verbal and non-
verbal language, the individual’s English level can also 
play a role in intercultural communication. When 
interacting with someone who does not speak English 
fluently, it is important to not get frustrated or raise 
one’s voice. Some tips to improve communication are 
speaking slowly, simply and politely, avoiding slang and 
jargon, learning key phrases in the other person’s 
language, using body language to convey information, 
and identifying or hiring an interpreter or a staff person 
who can speak the other person’s language fluently12. 

It is important to take into account that intercultural 
communication involves more than learning to identify 
different communication styles and approaches. 
Intercultural communication also entails creating 
culturally safe environments. This means creating an 
environment that is spiritually, socially, emotionally and 
physically safe for people; where there is no denial of 
their identity, of who they are and what they need. It is 
about shared respect, shared meaning, shared 
knowledge and experience of learning together13.  

 

This Migration Matters info sheet accompanies the 
Migrant Worker Hub webinar recording: 
Intercultural Communication Creating Safer Spaces 
for Migrant Workers 

 

Funded by the Government of Canada’s 
Migrant Worker Support Network  

Interrelated Major Barriers 

Stereotypes A fixed, over generalized belief about a 
particular group or class of people. 
This is an expectation that people 
might have about every person of a 
particular group4.  

Unconscious bi-
as 

Prejudice or unsupported judgements 
in favour of or against one thing, per-
son, or group as compared to another 
in a way that is usually considered un-
fair5. 
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