
English Language Teaching and Linguistics Studies
ISSN 2640-9836 (Print) ISSN 2640-9844 (Online)

Vol. 6, No. 3, 2024
www.scholink.org/ojs/index.php/eltls

214

Original Paper

Cross-cultural Communication Barriers in Multinational Hotels

from the Perspective of Chinese Culture
Hui Zhao1

1 Guangdong Polytechnic of Science and Trade, Guangzhou, China

Received: April 28, 2024 Accepted: June 03, 2024 Online Published: June 21, 2024

doi:10.22158/eltls.v6n3p214 URL: http://dx.doi.org/10.22158/eltls.v6n3p214

Abstract

The rapid development of globalization has led to the proliferation of multinational hotels worldwide,

emerging like mushrooms after rain, becoming crucial platforms for cultural exchange among nations.

However, the challenge of intercultural communication stands as a ubiquitous obstacle for these hotels

in their global operations. Particularly within the context of Chinese culture, the challenges faced by

multinational hotels in communication are notably intricate. These barriers manifest not only in

linguistic disparities but also in incongruities in non-verbal communication and conflicts in cultural

values. Through the unique perspective of Chinese culture, a deeper understanding of these

communication barriers can be attained, enabling effective responses. This article delves into the

primary intercultural communication challenges faced by multinational hotels in the Chinese market

through theoretical analysis and practical case studies. It also proposes strategies for addressing these

challenges, including fostering cultural sensitivity, enhancing language proficiency, managing

multicultural teams, and raising awareness of non-verbal communication. It is hoped that through

these discussions, valuable insights and guidance will be provided for the successful operation of

multinational hotels in the Chinese market.
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1. Introduction

As an integral part of the globalization process, multinational hotels serve not only as providers of

hospitality for tourism and business travel but also as platforms for the exchange and integration of

diverse cultures. In this context, barriers to intercultural communication become particularly

pronounced, directly impacting service quality and customer satisfaction. In the Chinese market,

multinational hotels face uniquely complex communication challenges due to China's rich historical
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background and distinctive cultural values, which heighten the complexity of cross-cultural interactions.

Effective intercultural communication entails not just linguistic exchange but also mutual

understanding and respect for each other's cultures. Operational challenges such as language barriers,

non-verbal communication differences, and conflicts in cultural values frequently confront

multinational hotels operating in China, affecting both daily operations and cultural integration efforts.

Therefore, examining the obstacles to intercultural communication from the perspective of Chinese

culture and exploring corresponding strategies is not only of theoretical significance but also holds

practical value. A thorough analysis of these issues can provide more effective guidance and support

for multinational hotels operating in the Chinese market.

2. Theoretical Foundations of Intercultural Communication

Intercultural communication refers to the process of exchanging information among individuals or

groups from different cultural backgrounds. This process involves not only the transmission of

language but also the conveyance and understanding of behaviors, attitudes, and values. The

effectiveness of intercultural communication largely depends on participants' understanding and

adaptation to cultural differences. Hofstede's cultural dimensions theory provides a significant

framework for studying intercultural communication, categorizing cultures into dimensions such as

power distance, individualism versus collectivism, uncertainty avoidance, masculinity versus

femininity, and long-term versus short-term orientation. These dimensions aid in understanding how

different cultures differ in their communication styles. For instance, individuals in high power distance

cultures may tend towards obedience to authority, while those in low power distance cultures may

prioritize egalitarian communication. Edward T. Hall's theory of high-context and low-context cultures

is also pivotal in intercultural communication research. High-context communication in cultures often

relies on nonverbal signals, implicit messages, and interpersonal relationships, whereas low-context

cultures emphasize explicit and direct language exchange. In high-context cultures, implicit meanings

and background knowledge are crucial components of communication, contributing to common

misunderstandings in cross-cultural interactions. Intercultural communication is not only a theoretical

exploration but also a continuous validation in practical applications (Chen & Myasin, 2008).

Transnational hotels, as multicultural hubs, frequently encounter communication challenges arising

from cultural differences. Employees and customers from diverse cultural backgrounds may have

vastly different expectations and interpretations of service, necessitating hotel managers to not only

possess theoretical knowledge of intercultural communication but also flexibly apply this knowledge to

devise effective communication strategies. The theory of intercultural communication emphasizes the

importance of cultural sensitivity—respecting and understanding each other's cultural backgrounds in

communication. Effective intercultural communication enhances the accuracy of information

transmission, builds trust, and promotes cooperation. Therefore, mastering the definition and theories

of intercultural communication is crucial for successfully addressing the challenges of globalization,
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particularly for transnational hotels, as it is not only vital for business success but also for respecting

and embracing multicultural diversity.

3. Intercultural Communication Barriers in Multinational Hotels

3.1 Language Barriers

The intercultural communication barriers within multinational hotels, particularly language barriers,

stand prominently. As a highly internationalized service industry, multinational hotels confront a

pivotal challenge in communication with customers from diverse global backgrounds. Language

disparities encompass not merely vocabulary and grammar but also cultural contexts, expression norms,

and cognitive habits. These discrepancies often lead to misunderstandings, confusion, and even

conflicts, thereby impacting service quality and customer satisfaction. The impact of language barriers

on multinational hotels manifests across several dimensions. Primarily, in daily interactions, the

inability to communicate fluently due to language differences diminishes operational efficiency. For

instance, at the front desk, failure to accurately convey customer needs or issues due to language

barriers can provoke dissatisfaction and complaints. In dining services, customers may struggle to

articulate dietary preferences or allergies clearly, posing potential health risks. Furthermore, language

barriers hinder inter-staff collaboration and communication. Employees in multinational hotels hail

from diverse countries and regions, and linguistic variances may result in inaccurate information

exchange, thereby affecting team cooperation and workflow efficiency. Particularly in emergencies,

language barriers can delay issue resolution and jeopardize personal safety. Deeper still, language

barriers exacerbate misunderstandings arising from cultural differences. Within distinct cultural

contexts, the same language expression may carry different meanings or emotional nuances. For

instance, some cultures favor indirect communication, while others prefer directness; such disparities

readily spark misunderstandings and dissatisfaction during service interactions within multinational

hotels. Language barriers transcend technical issues to pose cultural challenges (Pheng & Leong, 2000).

They necessitate that hotel managers prioritize not only language training but also comprehend and

respect language customs and expression norms across diverse cultural backgrounds. Such

understanding and respect constitute critical elements in enhancing service quality, customer

satisfaction, and loyalty within multinational hotels. Nevertheless, in reality, constrained by limited

resources and focus, many multinational hotels encounter substantial difficulties and challenges in

addressing language barriers.

3.2 Non-verbal Communication Barriers

Nonverbal communication barriers in the operations of international hotels are as significant, if not

more complex, than linguistic barriers. Nonverbal communication encompasses facial expressions,

gestures, body posture, eye contact, and personal space, all of which carry vastly different meanings

across cultures. In Chinese culture, many nonverbal cues carry profound implications, potentially

misunderstood or overlooked in Western contexts. For instance, in Chinese culture, a smile serves not
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only as a symbol of friendliness but also as a means to mask embarrassment or politely decline.

Conversely, in Western culture, a smile typically signifies warmth and acceptance. Such disparities can

lead to misunderstandings between hotel staff and guests, thus impacting service experiences.

Moreover, the significance of eye contact differs markedly between Chinese and Western cultures.

Excessive eye contact in China may be perceived as impolite or aggressive, whereas in Western

cultures, it connotes honesty and trust. These differences in nonverbal communication, if not carefully

observed, can easily lead to communication barriers. Additionally, perceptions of personal space vary

across cultures. In China, interpersonal interactions often maintain a certain distance, whereas in

Western cultures, closer proximity can signify intimacy and trust. These conflicting notions often

manifest prominently in hotel services. Whether too close or too distant, such interactions can

discomfort guests and thereby affect overall service quality. The nonverbal communication barriers

faced by international hotels not only impact interactions between staff and guests but also influence

guests' overall impressions and satisfaction with the hotel. Understanding and respecting these cultural

differences is a crucial challenge that international hotels must confront and resolve in the globalized

world. Only through a deep understanding of nonverbal communication norms across different cultures

can genuine cross-cultural communication and integration be achieved.

3.3 Conflict of Cultural Values

In cross-cultural communication within multinational hotels, conflicts arising from cultural values

constitute a significant obstacle that cannot be ignored. People from different cultural backgrounds

exhibit distinct perspectives and approaches towards matters, particularly pronounced within the realm

of hotel services. Chinese culture emphasizes collectivism, relational networks, and “face”, while many

Western cultures prioritize individualism, direct communication, and efficiency. Such clashes in

cultural values often give rise to various challenges in specific service scenarios. In Chinese culture,

'face' holds paramount importance; customers expect respect and recognition in interactions with hotel

staff, aiming to avoid losing face in public settings. Failure of foreign staff to comprehend and fulfill

these needs can lead to customer dissatisfaction and complaints. For instance, in handling customer

complaints, Chinese clients typically prefer privacy and tactful resolution, contrasting with Western

practices of open and direct discussion which may alienate customers. Furthermore, China's emphasis

on relational networks significantly influences the operations of multinational hotels. Customers often

expect better service or privileges through personal connections, a phenomenon less prevalent in

Western cultures. Misunderstanding such expectations, foreign staff might incorrectly perceive requests

as seeking unfair advantages, thereby creating friction and misunderstanding in service delivery.

Moreover, differences in work culture pose another notable issue; Chinese employees often favor long

hours as a display of loyalty and dedication to the company, whereas in certain Western countries,

employees prioritize work-life balance and efficient productivity over extended work hours. These

divergent perspectives often lead to misunderstandings and conflicts in the management and operation

of multinational hotels, impacting team cooperation and service quality. Cultural value conflicts not
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only affect interactions between employees and customers but also influence inter-staff collaboration

and communication. To successfully operate within such diverse cultural environments, multinational

hotels must confront and comprehend these deep-seated cultural disparities. Only by acknowledging

the impact of cultural value conflicts on communication can hotels better deliver high-quality service

and management amidst globalization (Miao, Adler, & Xu, 2011).

4. Intercultural Communication Strategies from the Perspective of Chinese Culture

4.1 Cultivating Cultural Sensitivity

In the realm of cross-cultural communication within multinational hotels, cultivating cultural sensitivity

is paramount. Chinese culture places significant emphasis on harmony and relational networks, aspects

that are often overlooked or misunderstood in intercultural exchanges. Delicate etiquettes and the

concept of “face” permeate various facets of daily life in Chinese culture. Lack of cultural sensitivity

can inadvertently offend Chinese customers; for instance, disregard for decorum and etiquette is

viewed as a challenge to dignity. Such misunderstandings deepen without cultural sensitivity,

compromising service quality. Cultural sensitivity extends not only to understanding Chinese

customers but also to comprehending Chinese employees. Within team dynamics, Chinese employees

favor indirect communication, emphasizing humility and collective honor. Failure to appreciate these

cultural nuances may lead foreign managers to misconstrue behaviors, perceiving them as lacking

initiative or individual capability. Such misunderstandings impede smooth communication, reduce

operational efficiency, and may dampen employee morale and engagement. Effective cross-cultural

communication demands respect for Chinese holidays, traditions, and customs. Traditional festivals

such as the Spring Festival and Mid-Autumn Festival hold profound cultural significance as pivotal

moments for family reunions and emotional connections. Neglecting these cultural dimensions in

multinational hotels not only compromises service delivery but also undermines the emotional

experiences of guests. For Chinese clientele, understanding and respecting their cultural background

form the foundation for building trust and delivering superior service. Cultivating cultural sensitivity

entails more than superficial knowledge of customs and etiquettes; it necessitates a profound

understanding of underlying values and societal psyche. It requires foreign employees and managers to

adopt a perspective rooted in Chinese culture, accumulating experience in daily operations to enhance

tolerance and comprehension of cultural differences. Only through such efforts can hotels adeptly

navigate cross-cultural interactions and deliver experiences that meet the expectations of Chinese

guests. The cultivation of cultural sensitivity aims not merely to avoid misunderstandings but to foster

genuine cultural resonance and a sense of mutual respect, ensuring every guest feels understood and

valued. For multinational hotels, true success in the Chinese market and sustainable growth can only be

achieved by genuinely understanding and respecting Chinese culture (Wang & Wong, 2011).
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4.2 Improving Linguistic Competence

In the realm of cross-cultural communication within multinational hotels, enhancing linguistic

proficiency stands as a paramount strategy. Chinese culture venerates the subtleties of language and the

precision of expression, while the lack of linguistic prowess often becomes a barrier to intercultural

exchanges. For employees of multinational hotels, mastering Mandarin is not merely for better

communication, but for a profound understanding of the needs and cultural backgrounds of Chinese

clientele. Linguistic expressions in Chinese culture are imbued with layers of meaning. For instance,

the abundance of idioms and proverbs in Mandarin not only conveys information but also encapsulates

rich cultural connotations. Foreign staff, if unaware of the backgrounds and usages of these linguistic

nuances, may miss opportunities to establish deeper connections with customers or inadvertently cause

offense. Hence, the enhancement of linguistic proficiency lies not only in acquiring basic

conversational phrases but also in comprehending the cultural logic and social customs underlying

them. For managers of multinational hotels, improving language proficiency aids in better leadership

and motivation of employees. Chinese employees often employ indirect communication in their work,

necessitating managers to possess strong language comprehension to accurately grasp employees'

intentions and emotions. In team meetings and daily interactions, managers who can articulate

themselves fluently in Mandarin can not only eliminate language barriers but also demonstrate respect

and appreciation for employees' culture, thereby enhancing team cohesion and work enthusiasm.

Improving language proficiency also entails sensitivity to local dialects and regional cultures. China's

vast geographical diversity gives rise to unique linguistic habits and cultural characteristics in different

regions. If multinational hotels incorporate learning and application of local dialects into language

training, they can better serve customers from diverse regions. For example, using Cantonese or other

local dialects for service in southern regions can make customers feel more intimate and welcomed,

thus enhancing customer satisfaction and loyalty. Elevating language proficiency also relies on

continuous practice and learning. Multinational hotels can enhance overall language proficiency by

organizing language training courses, encouraging staff to participate in language exchange activities,

and providing abundant language learning resources. This not only helps employees better fulfill their

job tasks but also demonstrates professionalism and service quality in cross-cultural communication. In

summary, improving language proficiency is one of the key factors for the successful operation of

multinational hotels in the Chinese market. By enhancing language proficiency, multinational hotels

can not only better understand and meet the needs of Chinese customers but also establish trust and

resonance in cross-cultural communication, providing more quality and personalized services. Such

enhancement in language proficiency is not merely a progression of skills but also a manifestation of

cultural understanding and respect (Huang, Liu, Huang et al., 2022).

4.2 Managing Cross-cultural Teams

In the operation of multinational hotels, managing cross-cultural teams is a critically important yet

challenging task. Chinese culture emphasizes collectivism and relationship networks, profoundly
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influencing the work styles and collaboration habits of Chinese employees. Effectively governing such

teams requires leaders with profound cultural understanding and flexible management strategies.

Chinese employees typically value hierarchical relationships, which manifest not only in workplace

etiquette but also in their dependence on and respect for leaders. Foreign managers who comprehend

and adapt to these cultural traits discover that by listening to and respecting employees' perspectives,

they can significantly enhance team cohesion. For instance, in handling work tasks, managers can

exhibit authority without being authoritarian, fostering an environment that encourages expression, thus

making employees feel valued and understood. In Chinese culture, indirect communication and

face-saving are crucial. Team members may avoid public conflict or questioning of leadership to save

face. Therefore, managers need keen insight to address underlying issues and conflicts through private,

one-on-one communications. This approach not only resolves actual problems but also maintains the

dignity of team members, promoting a harmonious work atmosphere. Cultural differences in thinking

and behavioral habits necessitate managers to devise targeted communication and motivation strategies.

For example, Chinese employees value specific business guidance and feedback; managers should

communicate with clear work standards and specific feedback rather than generic praise or criticism.

This approach helps employees clarify work objectives and fosters a sense of accomplishment and

satisfaction upon task completion, thereby inspiring higher work efficiency and enthusiasm.

Additionally, in cross-cultural team management, cultural training and adaptability education for team

members are crucial. Through regular cultural exchange activities, team members can understand each

other's cultural backgrounds and work habits, thereby reducing misunderstandings and friction.

Working in such an environment, employees from diverse cultural backgrounds are more likely to

understand and cooperate with each other, facilitating smooth progress in work tasks. In summary,

managing cross-cultural teams necessitates a deep understanding and effective application of Chinese

culture. Through respect and attentive listening while maintaining authority, providing necessary

support and guidance to employees, a high level of trust and cooperation can be established within the

team. This not only enhances overall team performance and work efficiency but also achieves the

long-term development of hotels in a cross-cultural environment. The success of multinational hotels in

the Chinese market largely depends on their ability to effectively manage and fully leverage the

potential of cross-cultural teams.

4.3 Enhancing Non-verbal Communication Awareness

In the realm of intercultural communication within multinational hotels, nonverbal communication

stands as an indispensable facet. Within Chinese culture, nonverbal cues such as body language, facial

expressions, eye contact, and etiquette often carry deeper significance than verbal discourse. For

foreign managers and staff, cultivating an awareness of nonverbal communication not only aids in

deciphering the genuine intentions of Chinese customers and colleagues but also effectively mitigates

misunderstandings and conflicts stemming from cultural disparities. Chinese culture places great

emphasis on preserving face and harmony, with nonverbal communication frequently employed to
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maintain social relationships and convey subtle emotions. For instance, a smile in China serves not

only as a symbol of politeness but also as a potential expression of agreement, gratitude, or tactful

refusal. Therefore, foreign employees, by adeptly interpreting customer smiles and other facial

expressions during service encounters, can respond more accurately to customer needs and deliver

more personalized service. Body language similarly plays a pivotal role in cross-cultural

communication. Chinese individuals often convey messages through subtle bodily movements, such as

nodding to indicate agreement or making slight bows to show respect. In team collaboration, foreign

managers who express acknowledgment and respect to employees through these gestures undoubtedly

enhance team cohesion and foster a sense of belonging among staff. Conversely, overlooking these

nuances may be perceived as indifference or disrespect, thereby potentially affecting the team's work

environment adversely. Eye contact also carries its unique connotations in Chinese culture. Direct and

prolonged eye contact may be construed as confrontational or impolite, whereas moderate eye contact

is viewed as respectful and attentive. When communicating with Chinese customers or colleagues,

foreign employees must be mindful of the frequency and duration of eye contact to avoid unnecessary

misunderstandings and discomfort. Etiquette and manners constitute another crucial aspect of

nonverbal communication. In Chinese culture, etiquette not only showcases personal refinement but

also reflects respect for others. Throughout the service process in multinational hotels, foreign

employees need to learn and adhere to Chinese etiquette norms, such as using both hands when

presenting items or lightly knocking on doors before entering rooms. Though seemingly trivial, these

details significantly elevate service quality, allowing customers to experience a sense of being

welcomed and valued. Enhancing awareness of nonverbal communication entails not only

understanding and emulating Chinese nonverbal behaviors but also fostering sensitivity and inclusivity

toward cultural differences. Multinational hotels can aid employees in mastering nonverbal

communication skills through training courses and practical exercises, thereby elevating the overall

service standards. Furthermore, by establishing a multicultural work environment that encourages

mutual learning and exchange among employees, fostering awareness of nonverbal communication can

be further promoted. In summary, nonverbal communication plays a pivotal role in cross-cultural

exchanges within multinational hotels. By enhancing awareness of nonverbal communication,

managers and employees can not only better understand and serve Chinese customers but also foster

harmony and cooperation within the team. Cultivating this awareness is not only a sign of respect for

Chinese culture but also a crucial factor in enhancing the effectiveness of cross-cultural communication.

Only by dedicating sufficient effort in this aspect can multinational hotels achieve lasting success and

recognition in the Chinese market.

5. Conclusion

Cross-cultural communication constitutes an indispensable facet of global operations for multinational

hotels. Particularly within the context of Chinese culture, this issue looms large, impacting service
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quality and customer experience profoundly. Addressing these challenges effectively involves

cultivating cultural sensitivity, enhancing linguistic proficiency, managing cross-cultural teams adeptly,

and bolstering awareness of non-verbal communication cues. Multinational hotels must continually

learn and adapt to diverse cultures to achieve genuine cultural integration and mutual respect. Only

through such efforts can they thrive amidst the tide of globalization, offering customers an exceptional

service experience. By persistent effort and adaptation, multinational hotels not only surmount barriers

in cross-cultural communication but also serve as pivotal conduits in fostering global cultural

exchange.
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