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Abstract  
While it is one thing to familiarize students about the theories of (intercultural) communication and 
work styles in other countries, experiencing it first hand while also having to meet expected 
requirements of their own culture adds another dimension to the classroom. Adding the component of 
electronic communication channels, students acquire real-life skills through simulated international 
working experience. The combination of interaction with other students of foreign countries working on 
collaborative projects through digital means prepares our students for the challenges of global 
business.  
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1 INTRODUCTION  
In today’s global society, teaching business communication fundamentals to prepare for a global 
marketplace is more important than ever before. Whether large or small, companies increasingly 
communicate internationally.  Developments in technology, well-equipped universities with technical 
support and digitally savvy students all add to the mix which allows the conventional Business 
Communication courses to introduce modern and diverse methods of communication.  Instead of 
sitting through power point lectures on the importance of intercultural competencies, students can 
make first hand experiences working in multicultural teams without leaving their campus.  

2 METHODOLOGY 
We have incorporated several virtual team scenarios in US and German university classrooms, which 
we would like to present. These scenarios can be adapted or expanded upon. The virtual team 
projects may involve both seated and online as well as hybrid classes. They also may involve teams 
across companies, regions and many countries. 

One of these scenarios involves engaging two classes (in this case US-American and German) 
through discussion of a case study on a cross-border merger. Each class represents the other 
company’s interests and is required to negotiate on several issues such as HR policies or corporate 
identity using digital communication channels.  

A further project involves German and US-American classes, which are broken into groups and 
required to research on respective German companies located in the US, in this case Charlotte, NC. 
The groups collaborate via skype and email on issues such as communication difficulties between 
their German parent company and the US subsidiary and together develop strategies for improving 
the situation.  

Lastly, another possible form of collaboration involves students from different countries completing 
several tasks online, which involve building a team, identifying different roles for the players, fulfilling 
assignments based on a case study and involving negotiating positions and culminating in a 
collaborative document.  

Students experience differences and incongruities first hand and then search for answers with the help 
of Gert Hofstede, Edward Hall and Richard D. Lewis. While Germans and Americans are both low 
context, monochromic, direct cultures which prefer to convince through facts and stick closely to an 
agenda (Hall, 1990), cultural dimensions which set them apart and cause irritation include the 
Germans’ high uncertainty avoidance (Hofstede, 1991). With the help of Hofstede and Lewis (2006), 
students learn that Germans are task-oriented and need longer to make decisions while Americans 
focus on results and become impatient with long, drawn-out discussions.  
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Furthermore, the students learn that initial get-to-know-you questions that the Germans, who read that 
Americans value small talk, may be considered too personal and almost offensive by the Americans.  
Distinct differences arise as to what medium to communicate in; where communicating for work via 
social media was acceptable to one county it was not for another. Americans learn that much of their 
unconscious use of idioms and casual phrasing—including emails without salutations—are considered 
unprofessional and rude by the Germans.  They work through translation and language barriers as 
well as barriers they create for themselves via perceived tone. 

At the same time, similarities between the two groups of students become apparent. While the 
German and American students experience cultural differences, they are still both very linear-active 
cultures (Lewis, 2006). In other words, while their communication patterns may vary, they still share 
very similar core values such as importance of time.  When other cultures are involved in the 
collaboration, American and German teams find themselves strongly close together concerning work-
related values. 

Finally, during a videoconference students interact in true discussion over cultural differences and how 
to solve them. They learn to overcome time differences while presenting in tandem with partners 
across the Atlantic and learn to accommodate with and adjust for the limitations that the technology 
brings to the collaboration. 

3 RESULTS 
Students move beyond a textbook understanding of working interculturally and have first-hand 
experience working with people from another country using the English language as lingua franca but 
not necessarily native to all. Students become aware of differences in business communication styles 
and create strategies for effective negotiating across cultures.  They also become aware of how many 
different interpretations of English can exist; not everyone interprets the same words in the same 
manner. Furthermore, students develop their project management skills including awareness of 
scheduling over several time zones as well as learn to utilize digital communication means effectively 
to reach a common goal. Lastly, by leaving their comfort zones and interacting with students of 
another culture, they develop confidence in themselves and learn how to deal with the ambiguity that 
comes with intercultural relations. To sum up, students acquire intercultural competencies, language 
and computer abilities as well as project management and negotiating skills essential for success in 
their future careers as global managers. 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
In today’s global world, the likelihood of our graduates having to work in multicultural teams is almost 
certain. If the understanding of culture is extended beyond that of national cultures, then it is 
paramount that our future professionals develop skills with which they can operate successfully in 
diverse working environments. Language is only one of many hoops to be jumped through. Digital 
media is intended to make communication easier; however, technical glitches, delayed responses or 
different approaches towards the use of social media can complicate matters more.  

One of the greatest challenges for teachers of Business Communications is making business diversity 
come alive in the classroom. Discussing language style and potential issues when communicating 
across cultures is valuable but the question remains whether any of those dos and don’ts are actually 
applicable once students leave the classroom and face their business partners across the bargaining 
table.   

With virtual teams projects students learn first-hand how global business communication functions, 
where the pitfalls may lie and how to overcome cultural barriers while developing intercultural 
competencies imperative in a global business environment. Through a comprehensive applied project, 
students acquired skills beneficial for professional life far more effectively than through textbook 
learning. 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS  
I would like to thank my colleague and friend, Dr. Susan Luck, Pfeiffer University, North Carolina, 
USA, for her ideas and willingness to experiment with me on these collaboration efforts. I would also 
like to thank my university for their support and the use of their IT resources to realize my ideas. 

5976



REFERENCES  
[1] Hall, E.T. (1990). Understanding Cultural Differences, Boston: Nicholas Brealey Publishing. 

[2] Hofstede, G. (1991). Cultures and Organizations: Software of the Mind, Intercultural 
Cooperation and Its Importance for Survival, Maidenhead: Mc Graw-Hill. 

[3] Lewis, R.D. (2006). When Cultures Collide. Leading Across Cultures, Boston: Nicholas Brealey 
Publishing. 

5977




