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“Workplace integration is the unique 
experience newcomers have of adapting 
their language, communication and other 
cultural behaviors to the norms of their 
Canadian workplaces, in order to fully 
contribute their expertise and achieve a 
meaningful sense of belonging in the 
Canadian workplace.” 

“Integration is not assimilation. It happens by 
adding new norms, not by replacing all your 
existing norms. By adding new skills, behaviors 
and ways of thinking, you can relate better to each 
coworker. That means working well with both 
Canadians and those who come from the 
Americas, Asia, Africa, Australia, Europe and other 
parts of the world.”    

What is Integration?

What are newcomers saying about the integration resources? 
• “The integration resources summarize almost everything we need to know as newcomers to be 

successful in the workplace. I wish had this 7 years ago when I first landed.”

• “This is a really good resource for me as I am taking up the job that counts as my first 
beginning. I am implementing many of the suggestions in the resource and it works for me. 
There are so many things that are simple to Canadians but not obvious to me. The desk-
reference helps me build rapport at work so I feel like I can belong easier.” 

• “I think this small set of integration resources will put a newcomer ahead in Canada by at least 
one year from others who don’t get access to it.”
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 PART 1 

 Overview                                                                           
  
Frequently Asked Questions

1. Why the term “desk reference”? Desk references are short detailed texts that explain what is most important on a topic. In this case, it is 
workplace integration for newcomer professionals. Desk references are easily downloadable or printable, and can be stored on a desk for 
quick reference. The self-directed, self-explanatory design is a defining characteristic. They can be used in class as a learning resource, but 
they do not replace skilled trainers. Rather, they target the most common needs when training is not possible. 

2. Who is the desk reference for? 

• Newcomer professionals who will soon be employed in their fields of expertise.

• Employed newcomers who have identified a need to understand the Canadian workplace better to achieve career growth. 

• Trainers who will use the desk reference as a core or supporting resource in their workshops or courses. 

3. Who is a newcomer professional? Newcomer professionals are recent immigrants to Canada working in a roles that require post-secondary 
education, in business contexts ranging from finance and accounting to engineering and other technical work to computers and information 
technology etc. 

4. What is workplace integration? Workplace integration is the unique experience newcomers have of adapting their language, communication 
and other cultural norms in order to fully contribute their expertise and achieve a meaningful sense of belonging in the Canadian workplace. 
Achieving this requires raising the awareness of differences in the workplace, as well as removing certain barriers. The best definition of 
workplace integration will ultimately come from the newcomer, because integration is both a highly personal journey and a shared social 
experience with other newcomers.

5. What kind of information does the desk reference include?  It gives the information you need about the Canadian workplace that you may 
otherwise never get a clear or sufficient answer on from anywhere else. It explains the most common employer expectations that are often 
unwritten and unspoken in an organization. All the suggestions and information are explained in this desk reference using strategies that 
other newcomers have used to integrate more quickly and easily into their own workplaces. 

  

6. Where did the information come from? Workplace integration, as a distinct subject of study, only gained attention in Canada in the early 
2000s. This desk reference has been developed out of data collected between 2004 and 2011 from over 500 surveys and questionnaires, and 
hundreds of interviews, focus groups and training interactions with new and native-born Canadians across multiple business sectors. A 2010 
pan-Canadian review of workplace language training clearly indicated that a list of “better practices” for integration needed to be collected 
into one training resource, available for anyone to use. The information in this desk-reference is current, but by no means exhaustive. 
Therefore, the desk reference is a departure point, best used in community, in conjunction with other resources whenever possible. As the 
field of integration studies grows, this desk reference will be replaced by better resources by more experts with more insights and richer 
experiences. 

7. How do you know whether or not you need this? You will likely already know some of the topics and issues in this desk reference. Reading 
through these will, at the very least, confirm your thoughts and give you more confidence. You will also find some information unfamiliar to 
you, not just in English or workplace communication, but also about Canada’s culturally-diverse workplace. Literally hundreds of new and 
native-born Canadians have invested their opinions and experiences on integration into the development of this desk reference. They 
believed that the lessons they had learned would support, and even accelerate, your workplace integration journey. At some point, a manual 
like this will be one of the first resources immigrants receive when they step off the airplane and present themselves at Canadian customs. 
Once you have most of the integration puzzle figured out, become a mentor to a newcomer who needs your help with workplace integration. 
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Overview                                                                           

Guided Tour of the Features 

This desk reference has features to help you grow in your understanding of workplace integration in Canada. This guided 
tour of the features tells you what to expect and how to get the most out of this resource.  
  

Principles  
The four principles divide the desk reference into four parts: 
Part 1 “Have a game plan”. Part 2, “Upgrade your 
communication skills”. Part 3, Become really good at working 
with difference”. Part 4, “Master workplace English”.   

Key Points  
This is the main point that summarizes the reading in one or 
two sentences. You can find them at the beginning of a 
reading, in the right column. 

Key Points  
This is the main point that summarizes the reading in one or 
two sentences. You can find them at the beginning of a 
reading, in the right column. 

Sections  
Each of the four principles has two or three sections with 
readings and examples.  

Culture Boxes 
Some cultural topics benefit from more explanation in a way 
that doesn’t disrupt the flow of the main reading. The boxes 
give you extra information on specific cultural issues to 
support your understanding of the main text.  

Culture Boxes 
Some cultural topics benefit from more explanation in a way 
that doesn’t disrupt the flow of the main reading. The boxes 
give you extra information on specific cultural issues to 
support your understanding of the main text.  

Integration in Process - Case Studies 
At the start of each principle are short case studies about 
successful newcomers who demonstrated the knowledge, 
skills and attitudes that are explained in the principle. These 
case studies enable you to reflect on what happened, 
evaluate their responses, and decide what you would have 
done in a similar situation. 

Unwritten Rules 
Unwritten Rules are the cultural behaviors in an organization. 
They are usually never written down, but they are unspoken 
rules. The ones in this desk reference were chosen because 
they are usually the ones that newcomers are unfamiliar with. 
Throughout the desk reference, you will find references to the 
the Unwritten Rules as UR#.    

Unwritten Rules 
Unwritten Rules are the cultural behaviors in an organization. 
They are usually never written down, but they are unspoken 
rules. The ones in this desk reference were chosen because 
they are usually the ones that newcomers are unfamiliar with. 
Throughout the desk reference, you will find references to the 
the Unwritten Rules as UR#.    

Readings 
Readings form the core of the desk reference. They explain 
the principles. Each section has a reading that gives the 
“what”, “why” and “how” of the main point.     

Twenty-eight Articles Readings 
Readings form the core of the desk reference. They explain 
the principles. Each section has a reading that gives the 
“what”, “why” and “how” of the main point.     The 28 articles in Part 2, which follows,  are a quick reference 

to the rest of this resource. They are similar to a set of best 
practices for workplace integration. They have been  
categorized into day one, week one, month one and year one 
in your job. 

The 28 articles in Part 2, which follows,  are a quick reference 
to the rest of this resource. They are similar to a set of best 
practices for workplace integration. They have been  
categorized into day one, week one, month one and year one 
in your job. 
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PART 2 

Twenty-eight Articles: the fundamentals of workplace integration for newcomers  

PART 2 

Twenty-eight Articles: the fundamentals of workplace integration for newcomers  

Introduction to the twenty-eight articles

These twenty-eight articles are a summary of the information in 
Part 3 of  this desk reference. The articles are your key “enabling 
skills” i.e. the non-technical skills that  combine with your technical 
abilities to enable better career success in Canada.   

The articles have been categorized into day one, week one, 
month one and year one in your job as a way for you to prioritize 
and remember them. Each article is like a best practice. Use 
them in your new Canadian workplace, but  realize that no two 
workplaces are exactly the same. You need to adapt these 
articles as necessary.  You are responsible for understanding the 
unwritten rules and culture of your workplace.  Each of the articles 
tells  you “what” to do to adapt to the new culture and language. 
Part 3, which will follow, goes into more detail on why and how to 
do it. Everything is intended to help you achieve career success 
and feel that you belong in the Canadian workplace in a more 
meaningful way.      

Twenty-eight Articles
Fundamentals of Workplace Integration 

The First Day
1. Have a game plan to adapt. 
A game plan is a strategy that sports teams use before playing a game to help them win. You need a game plan to integrate 
into your Canadian workplace and find career success. It begins on day one. The most important  part of that plan is  to develop 
the right attitude - be flexible, be adaptive. Like anyone coming to work in a new country, you will need to make some changes 
to your thinking, communication and behaviors. You never have to replace your first language and culture, but you do need to 
add Canadian workplace culture to your skill set, and then use it. You also need to master English. Just because you have a 
job,  doesn’t  mean you have enough English. You will be expected to grow with your company, and that will mean going through 
“seasons” of  increasing your mastery of English. No one is going to tell you this.  You will have to do it on your own. This desk 
reference is designed to raise your awareness quickly in the knowledge and skills most newcomers to Canada take years to 
learn. Leaving your first  country to come to Canada was a big step; with this next step comes the responsibility to have a plan to 
adapt. See Principle 1 for more details.  

2. Use a notebook. 
Don’t  go to work without a notebook. Buy a good one and write everything down from instructions and new words to coworkers 
names and useful advice. Write down the questions you have in the day. When appropriate,  don’t be shy to ask if people will 
give you time to make notes. Ask them to repeat what they say, if you don’t hear. Use the notebook for at least a year. Being 
able to learn your job quickly and remember information are two skills your employer will be watching for. It is part of building 
your credibility. See Box 1.5; UR#4, 6, 8; page 23 #2; and Principle 2 - Section 3 for more details.                  

Twenty-eight Articles
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reference is designed to raise your awareness quickly in the knowledge and skills most newcomers to Canada take years to 
learn. Leaving your first  country to come to Canada was a big step; with this next step comes the responsibility to have a plan to 
adapt. See Principle 1 for more details.  

2. Use a notebook. 
Don’t  go to work without a notebook. Buy a good one and write everything down from instructions and new words to coworkers 
names and useful advice. Write down the questions you have in the day. When appropriate,  don’t be shy to ask if people will 
give you time to make notes. Ask them to repeat what they say, if you don’t hear. Use the notebook for at least a year. Being 
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Twenty-eight Articles: the fundamentals of workplace integration for newcomers  

3. Understand how credibility is built. 
Credibility is the amount of respect and trust you have from your colleagues and clients. Everything you do, from day one will 
either increase or decrease your credibility. Many newcomers misunderstand where credibility comes from in the Canadian 
workplace.  It is not from your technical skills; rather,  credibility comes from a balance of technical and “enabling” skills (also 
called soft skills). Enabling skills are your “people” skills. Enabling skills are highly  cultural, and will not  be exactly the same as 
in your first culture. These 28 articles, together with Part 3 of the desk reference, are a summary of the most important enabling 
skills. Remember, technical skills may get you a job, but they constantly change with technology. Enabling skills, on the other 
hand, are constant, and they keep you employed over the long term. See Boxes 3.6; 2.1; 2.2; 2.3; 3.4; 3.7; and all 18 URs.     

4. Ask when you don’t know. 
Some newcomers don’t ask questions when they don’t understand.  They don’t want to “lose face” (be embarrassed or lose 
respect) in front of coworkers and managers. They nod and say “yes, I understand”, even if they don’t.  Then, they go away  to 
figure it out by themselves, and up making mistakes that  cost them their credibility or jobs. For some newcomers,  this is the 
same cultural strategy they use in their first cultures. However, in the Canadian workplace, not asking is seen as being 
incompetent. Rather,  ask questions because it shows your employer that you want to do the job correctly the first time. 
Employers expect questions.  If you need to ask English speakers to repeat something,  or to say it  in an easier way, just ask. 
Canadians are patient and helpful. Remember, the only stupid question is the the question you keep asking, so use your 
notebook to write down the answers you know you will forget. See UR#4 and Boxes 3.4 and 4.1 for more details.     

5. Be aware of non-verbals. 
Non-verbal communication includes your body language like eye contact, facial expressions, gestures, touch and personal 
space, as well as the use of silence and noise. Cultures vary greatly in how they communicate non-verbally. When you are 
interacting with Canadians or other newcomers, be aware of their non-verbals, as well as your own. In particular, be aware of 
personal space and eye contact. Generally,  people don’t touch each other during conversations. In Canada, holding eye 
contact  with managers, coworkers and clients is essential to show you are listening. Keeping your eyes down, or not  looking 
people in the eyes, gives the impression you are untrustworthy, disinterested, hiding something,  or lacking confidence. But 
don't  stare too hard, too long, into a person’s eyes - break eye contact every 4 or 5 seconds. Look up, or to the side, as if you 
are remembering something. Take note of  how Canadian coworkers make eye contact and use personal space. See Boxes 1.1; 
1.2; 3.2; 3.3; 3.7 for more details.  

The First Week
6. Culture hides. Find it.  
As a newcomer, one of the worst  things you can do is to assume this mistake: “As long as I act professionally at work, I don’t 
need to learn about cultural differences.” The problem is that  “being professional” is culturally-defined. Being professional for 
Germans or Greeks is not the same as for the Chinese or Columbians or Canadians etc. Your plan should be to “find” the 
culture of your Canadian workplace. Most of that work will have to be done by you, not the Canadians you work with, because 
culture hides best from its own people.  Canadians are like fish living in water; they don’t see their own culture because they are 
in it  every day. But you are in a unique position as a newcomer - you are out of your first  culture, looking in on a new culture with 
a plan to understand and adapt to it. Use this desk reference to raise your awareness of what you should be looking for. Then 
find it and adapt as necessary. See Boxes 1.1; 1.2; and Principles 2 and 3 for more details.  

7. Avoid knee-jerk reactions. 
Have you ever had the doctor tap your knee to check your reflexes? The knee automatically jerks forward. Don’t  let your 
emotions and words jerk forward if you are frustrated with your new workplace culture. When someone says or does something 
that  you find annoying or rude, the best thing to do is to take a mental step back. Suspend judgement. Look at the situation 
without emotion. Ask yourself “What’s up? Could it be a cultural thing?” Even if it really  annoys you, suspend judgement. You 
might be offended where no offense was intended. It could be a cultural misunderstanding. Remember, you work in one of  the 
most multicultural workforces in the world. See Box 1.4 and UR#16 for more details.  

3. Understand how credibility is built. 
Credibility is the amount of respect and trust you have from your colleagues and clients. Everything you do, from day one will 
either increase or decrease your credibility. Many newcomers misunderstand where credibility comes from in the Canadian 
workplace.  It is not from your technical skills; rather,  credibility comes from a balance of technical and “enabling” skills (also 
called soft skills). Enabling skills are your “people” skills. Enabling skills are highly  cultural, and will not  be exactly the same as 
in your first culture. These 28 articles, together with Part 3 of the desk reference, are a summary of the most important enabling 
skills. Remember, technical skills may get you a job, but they constantly change with technology. Enabling skills, on the other 
hand, are constant, and they keep you employed over the long term. See Boxes 3.6; 2.1; 2.2; 2.3; 3.4; 3.7; and all 18 URs.     

4. Ask when you don’t know. 
Some newcomers don’t ask questions when they don’t understand.  They don’t want to “lose face” (be embarrassed or lose 
respect) in front of coworkers and managers. They nod and say “yes, I understand”, even if they don’t.  Then, they go away  to 
figure it out by themselves, and up making mistakes that  cost them their credibility or jobs. For some newcomers,  this is the 
same cultural strategy they use in their first cultures. However, in the Canadian workplace, not asking is seen as being 
incompetent. Rather,  ask questions because it shows your employer that you want to do the job correctly the first time. 
Employers expect questions.  If you need to ask English speakers to repeat something,  or to say it  in an easier way, just ask. 
Canadians are patient and helpful. Remember, the only stupid question is the the question you keep asking, so use your 
notebook to write down the answers you know you will forget. See UR#4 and Boxes 3.4 and 4.1 for more details.     

5. Be aware of non-verbals. 
Non-verbal communication includes your body language like eye contact, facial expressions, gestures, touch and personal 
space, as well as the use of silence and noise. Cultures vary greatly in how they communicate non-verbally. When you are 
interacting with Canadians or other newcomers, be aware of their non-verbals, as well as your own. In particular, be aware of 
personal space and eye contact. Generally,  people don’t touch each other during conversations. In Canada, holding eye 
contact  with managers, coworkers and clients is essential to show you are listening. Keeping your eyes down, or not  looking 
people in the eyes, gives the impression you are untrustworthy, disinterested, hiding something,  or lacking confidence. But 
don't  stare too hard, too long, into a person’s eyes - break eye contact every 4 or 5 seconds. Look up, or to the side, as if you 
are remembering something. Take note of  how Canadian coworkers make eye contact and use personal space. See Boxes 1.1; 
1.2; 3.2; 3.3; 3.7 for more details.  

The First Week
6. Culture hides. Find it.  
As a newcomer, one of the worst  things you can do is to assume this mistake: “As long as I act professionally at work, I don’t 
need to learn about cultural differences.” The problem is that  “being professional” is culturally-defined. Being professional for 
Germans or Greeks is not the same as for the Chinese or Columbians or Canadians etc. Your plan should be to “find” the 
culture of your Canadian workplace. Most of that work will have to be done by you, not the Canadians you work with, because 
culture hides best from its own people.  Canadians are like fish living in water; they don’t see their own culture because they are 
in it  every day. But you are in a unique position as a newcomer - you are out of your first  culture, looking in on a new culture with 
a plan to understand and adapt to it. Use this desk reference to raise your awareness of what you should be looking for. Then 
find it and adapt as necessary. See Boxes 1.1; 1.2; and Principles 2 and 3 for more details.  

7. Avoid knee-jerk reactions. 
Have you ever had the doctor tap your knee to check your reflexes? The knee automatically jerks forward. Don’t  let your 
emotions and words jerk forward if you are frustrated with your new workplace culture. When someone says or does something 
that  you find annoying or rude, the best thing to do is to take a mental step back. Suspend judgement. Look at the situation 
without emotion. Ask yourself “What’s up? Could it be a cultural thing?” Even if it really  annoys you, suspend judgement. You 
might be offended where no offense was intended. It could be a cultural misunderstanding. Remember, you work in one of  the 
most multicultural workforces in the world. See Box 1.4 and UR#16 for more details.  

Workplace Integration - A Desk Reference for Newcomers to Canada                                                                                     9



Twenty-eight Articles: the fundamentals of workplace integration for newcomers  

8.  Adapt to how power works. 
Power is the degree of influence and control a person has in the workplace. It is strongly influenced by culture. You can see 
power at  work in the way supervisors and subordinates interact. You can hear how power is used in the Canadian 
communication style, which tends to be less confrontational. The Canadian workplace is less hierarchical than many other 
workplaces in the world. Sometimes, it  is difficult to identify supervisors from their subordinates. Power rests in the balance 
between your technical and enabling skills.  It is  not automatically ascribed to you because of  your role, seniority, experience, 
education, qualifications  or responsibilities. Too many newcomers ignore this and end up working against the mainstream 
culture.  Instead, keep up-to-date in your technical skills but aim to master the enabling skills, especially the Canadian 
communication style i.e being clear, coherent and concise, and using “softeners” to build consensus. See UR#14; Box 3.6; and 
Principle 3 - Section 4 for more details.       

9. Stay on your organization’s clock.
You have an “internal clock” for how you use your time. It  is both cultural and personal. Your organization also has a clock.  It’s 
not just about being punctual. It means doing quality work within the project deadline. It  includes how to schedule tasks, 
manage interruptions, set aside time for people, meet or extend deadlines. It even includes how long to explain something or 
give an update to your team. Look for the time patterns in your organization:  punctuality, deadlines, interruptions, talking time, 
multitasking, productivity and quality. Adapt to the cultural, and stay on your organization’s clock. See UR#13 for details.   

10.  Know these things because no one else is going to tell you. 
There are a few sensitive topics you need to be aware of. They are often culturally-defined differences that can lead to 
misunderstandings in the workplace. They may or may not apply to you, and are not meant to be offensive, only informative. 
Don’t  sniff  and swallow in public. Spit in the toilet quietly,  never in the sink. Blow your nose into a facial tissue, never into the sink 
or toilet. Always flush the toilet and keep the seat clean. Make sure any female sanitary products are disposed of in the trash, 
not the toilet. Wash your hands and throw the towel into the designated trash can. 

If  you wash before prayer, work out the details of this process with your HR department so that it becomes integrated into 
typical washroom custom in the company.  Religion is a fact of life in the workplace, but just like salaries and personal political 
views, religious beliefs are kept mostly private. Limited discussion on these topics helps colleagues avoid differences. 

Unspoken rules exist around gift giving, although this does depend on the kind of  relationship between people. Generally, 
giving your supervisor a gift or inviting your boss to your house for dinner is not encouraged. Neither is taking your team out for 
a meal and paying for everyone. Sometimes close work colleagues will take turns in buying each other lunch, but often people 
will buy their own lunches. Turn taking between colleagues to buy coffee is common, as is occasionally bringing in “treats” (e.g. 
cakes, chocolates, candy) and leaving them in the lunch room with a note telling people to enjoy the treats. 

If  you eat lots of garlic in your food, brush your teeth regularly at  work. If you get bad breath easily,  or have strong body odor 
from sweating or foods,  find ways to minimize this. For example, if you cook with strong spices at home, close the doors to your 
closets to prevent the smell from entering the clothes you wear to work. Limit how much perfume or deodorant you use - some 
coworkers are allergic to these smells. Just try to smell neutral.  Keep fingernails short and clean. Shave or keep your facial hair 
tidy. Keep your hair clean and tidy. Iron the clothes that people see. Dress similar to your peers at work. A few more 
suggestions - don’t wear white socks to work, keep your shirt tucked in and shoes clean, and keep jeans out of  the office. All of 
these suggestions are in no way directed at any culture, gender or person. They are given as one newcomer to another. See 
Boxes 3.5; 3.10 and 3.11 for more details.  

11.  Use only English.
At work, speak English as much as possible. When you speak another language, unfamiliar to your colleagues, you create a 
low-trust environment. People want to be included in conversations. They don’t want to feel on the outside.  English is the one 
language that everyone can understand. Having everyone speak English, so that no one is excluded, is the most common 
request by employers in a multicultural organization. Employers don’t expect perfect English; only that everyone tries to use 
English first. Sometimes you do need to take a break from English to rest your brain. But whenever possible, use English first. It 
is good for your career. See UR#s 17 and 18; and Principle 4 - Section 1 for more details.  

8.  Adapt to how power works. 
Power is the degree of influence and control a person has in the workplace. It is strongly influenced by culture. You can see 
power at  work in the way supervisors and subordinates interact. You can hear how power is used in the Canadian 
communication style, which tends to be less confrontational. The Canadian workplace is less hierarchical than many other 
workplaces in the world. Sometimes, it  is difficult to identify supervisors from their subordinates. Power rests in the balance 
between your technical and enabling skills.  It is  not automatically ascribed to you because of  your role, seniority, experience, 
education, qualifications  or responsibilities. Too many newcomers ignore this and end up working against the mainstream 
culture.  Instead, keep up-to-date in your technical skills but aim to master the enabling skills, especially the Canadian 
communication style i.e being clear, coherent and concise, and using “softeners” to build consensus. See UR#14; Box 3.6; and 
Principle 3 - Section 4 for more details.       

9. Stay on your organization’s clock.
You have an “internal clock” for how you use your time. It  is both cultural and personal. Your organization also has a clock.  It’s 
not just about being punctual. It means doing quality work within the project deadline. It  includes how to schedule tasks, 
manage interruptions, set aside time for people, meet or extend deadlines. It even includes how long to explain something or 
give an update to your team. Look for the time patterns in your organization:  punctuality, deadlines, interruptions, talking time, 
multitasking, productivity and quality. Adapt to the cultural, and stay on your organization’s clock. See UR#13 for details.   

10.  Know these things because no one else is going to tell you. 
There are a few sensitive topics you need to be aware of. They are often culturally-defined differences that can lead to 
misunderstandings in the workplace. They may or may not apply to you, and are not meant to be offensive, only informative. 
Don’t  sniff  and swallow in public. Spit in the toilet quietly,  never in the sink. Blow your nose into a facial tissue, never into the sink 
or toilet. Always flush the toilet and keep the seat clean. Make sure any female sanitary products are disposed of in the trash, 
not the toilet. Wash your hands and throw the towel into the designated trash can. 

If  you wash before prayer, work out the details of this process with your HR department so that it becomes integrated into 
typical washroom custom in the company.  Religion is a fact of life in the workplace, but just like salaries and personal political 
views, religious beliefs are kept mostly private. Limited discussion on these topics helps colleagues avoid differences. 

Unspoken rules exist around gift giving, although this does depend on the kind of  relationship between people. Generally, 
giving your supervisor a gift or inviting your boss to your house for dinner is not encouraged. Neither is taking your team out for 
a meal and paying for everyone. Sometimes close work colleagues will take turns in buying each other lunch, but often people 
will buy their own lunches. Turn taking between colleagues to buy coffee is common, as is occasionally bringing in “treats” (e.g. 
cakes, chocolates, candy) and leaving them in the lunch room with a note telling people to enjoy the treats. 

If  you eat lots of garlic in your food, brush your teeth regularly at  work. If you get bad breath easily,  or have strong body odor 
from sweating or foods,  find ways to minimize this. For example, if you cook with strong spices at home, close the doors to your 
closets to prevent the smell from entering the clothes you wear to work. Limit how much perfume or deodorant you use - some 
coworkers are allergic to these smells. Just try to smell neutral.  Keep fingernails short and clean. Shave or keep your facial hair 
tidy. Keep your hair clean and tidy. Iron the clothes that people see. Dress similar to your peers at work. A few more 
suggestions - don’t wear white socks to work, keep your shirt tucked in and shoes clean, and keep jeans out of  the office. All of 
these suggestions are in no way directed at any culture, gender or person. They are given as one newcomer to another. See 
Boxes 3.5; 3.10 and 3.11 for more details.  

11.  Use only English.
At work, speak English as much as possible. When you speak another language, unfamiliar to your colleagues, you create a 
low-trust environment. People want to be included in conversations. They don’t want to feel on the outside.  English is the one 
language that everyone can understand. Having everyone speak English, so that no one is excluded, is the most common 
request by employers in a multicultural organization. Employers don’t expect perfect English; only that everyone tries to use 
English first. Sometimes you do need to take a break from English to rest your brain. But whenever possible, use English first. It 
is good for your career. See UR#s 17 and 18; and Principle 4 - Section 1 for more details.  
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12.  Avoid the perfect grammar trap.
You don’t need perfect grammar before you can speak confidently in the workplace.  English-speaking Canadians will not be 
disappointed if your spoken English is not perfect. For writing, good grammar is important,  but in speaking, there is more 
flexibility with grammar. It is more important to show you are trying to develop stronger English than keeping quiet. It is  a myth 
that  you first need perfect grammar to succeed. Speaking with confidence and using a Canadian communication style will be 
enough while you work at mastering English. See Box 4.2 and Principle 4 - Section 1 for more details. 

13.  Use initiative. 
Initiative is the ability to assess the facts and options and then make your own decisions. In less hierarchical workplace 
cultures, like Canada’s, your supervisor wants you to do as much as possible by yourself, instead of waiting to be told what to 
do.  If you come from a more hierarchical workplace culture, you are probably used to being told what to do more than using 
your own initiative. Ask coworkers and supervisors when to use initiative and when to ask permission. Write down in your 
notebook whatever you learn about initiative and turn them into your habits. See Box 3.9 and all 18 URs as examples of using 
initiative. 

14.  Bring up problems asap.
If  you experience a problem or make a mistake with serious effects on your work, you need to bring up the issue as soon as 
possible to your supervisor or team. Don’t try to fix it  by yourself, especially if you believe it is beyond your control.  Don’t  try to 
hide it either.  You don’t “lose face” (lose credibility and respect in front of others) for making a mistake. You do “lose face” when 
you make the mistake again, if  you deny it, or blame someone else,  or don’t catch the mistake in time. See UR#s 4 and 5;  and 
Box 3.4 for more details.  

15. Learn from your mistakes.
In the Canadian workplace, a mistake is usually  seen as a valuable learning experience. Everyone makes mistakes, but smart 
people deal with them quickly and avoid making the same mistake again. Companies invest a lot of money and time in new 
employees, which means all employees are too valuable to lose because of mistakes, as long as they learn from them. As a 
newcomer, don’t fight, deny or hide mistakes. Admit them and avoid them next time. Being able to admit errors and learn from 
them builds your credibility. See UR#s 5 and 6 for more details.  

The First Month
16. Deal with coworker mistakes in the Canadian way. 
Canadians tend to be indirect when pointing out other people’s mistakes.  For example, instead of saying something is wrong, 
they first find out  why the person did it  that way. They don’t “tell” you what to do, but rather suggest specific changes or 
alternatives. The Canadian belief is that mistakes are lessons to learn, not problems to be hidden or denied. But, if possible, 
mistakes should be realized by the persons, instead of being told to them. Take note of  the words (softeners) and tone 
Canadian coworkers choose to point out mistakes. Watch the body language and facial expressions used to talk about 
mistakes.  They might be different to those your first language and culture. See UR# 7; Boxes 2.1 and 2.2; and Principle 2 - 
Section 2 for more details.  

12.  Avoid the perfect grammar trap.
You don’t need perfect grammar before you can speak confidently in the workplace.  English-speaking Canadians will not be 
disappointed if your spoken English is not perfect. For writing, good grammar is important,  but in speaking, there is more 
flexibility with grammar. It is more important to show you are trying to develop stronger English than keeping quiet. It is  a myth 
that  you first need perfect grammar to succeed. Speaking with confidence and using a Canadian communication style will be 
enough while you work at mastering English. See Box 4.2 and Principle 4 - Section 1 for more details. 

13.  Use initiative. 
Initiative is the ability to assess the facts and options and then make your own decisions. In less hierarchical workplace 
cultures, like Canada’s, your supervisor wants you to do as much as possible by yourself, instead of waiting to be told what to 
do.  If you come from a more hierarchical workplace culture, you are probably used to being told what to do more than using 
your own initiative. Ask coworkers and supervisors when to use initiative and when to ask permission. Write down in your 
notebook whatever you learn about initiative and turn them into your habits. See Box 3.9 and all 18 URs as examples of using 
initiative. 

14.  Bring up problems asap.
If  you experience a problem or make a mistake with serious effects on your work, you need to bring up the issue as soon as 
possible to your supervisor or team. Don’t try to fix it  by yourself, especially if you believe it is beyond your control.  Don’t  try to 
hide it either.  You don’t “lose face” (lose credibility and respect in front of others) for making a mistake. You do “lose face” when 
you make the mistake again, if  you deny it, or blame someone else,  or don’t catch the mistake in time. See UR#s 4 and 5;  and 
Box 3.4 for more details.  

15. Learn from your mistakes.
In the Canadian workplace, a mistake is usually  seen as a valuable learning experience. Everyone makes mistakes, but smart 
people deal with them quickly and avoid making the same mistake again. Companies invest a lot of money and time in new 
employees, which means all employees are too valuable to lose because of mistakes, as long as they learn from them. As a 
newcomer, don’t fight, deny or hide mistakes. Admit them and avoid them next time. Being able to admit errors and learn from 
them builds your credibility. See UR#s 5 and 6 for more details.  

The First Month
16. Deal with coworker mistakes in the Canadian way. 
Canadians tend to be indirect when pointing out other people’s mistakes.  For example, instead of saying something is wrong, 
they first find out  why the person did it  that way. They don’t “tell” you what to do, but rather suggest specific changes or 
alternatives. The Canadian belief is that mistakes are lessons to learn, not problems to be hidden or denied. But, if possible, 
mistakes should be realized by the persons, instead of being told to them. Take note of  the words (softeners) and tone 
Canadian coworkers choose to point out mistakes. Watch the body language and facial expressions used to talk about 
mistakes.  They might be different to those your first language and culture. See UR# 7; Boxes 2.1 and 2.2; and Principle 2 - 
Section 2 for more details.  
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17. Use a Canadian communication style.
The Canadian communication style is made up of four building blocks: clarity, conciseness, coherence and consensus.  Clarity 
means choosing the simplest words. Coherence means linear organization. It means putting the main point at the front, not  the 
end.  Conciseness means keeping information short.  Consensus is the centerpiece to the Canadian communication style. It is 
the Canadian cultural approach to a variety of speech acts e.g. sharing ideas, disagreeing, pointing out and responding to 
mistakes.  Consensus works through “softeners” - specific words and expressions which soften those speech acts. For example, 
using suggestion instead of opinion: “We could...” instead of “We must...”. This is integral to how Canadians communicate at 
work. Using speech that builds consensus is considered respectful and polite. It  is  the preferred Canadian approach for 
avoiding friction with other people. This aspect of Canadian communication can take time to master, but it is essential. See 
Principle 2 for more details. 

18. Use intercultural communication. 
You probably don’t just work with Canadians. Most workplaces are very multicultural. You need to have a basic understanding 
of other cultural communication styles to avoid misunderstanding other newcomers. First,  be aware that  some cultures speak 
very  directly, which can seem aggressive, while others are more indirect. Second, some talk in a straight line, to the point,  and 
others talk around a topic, even going off topic. Third, some use lots  of emotion in their voices, while others don’t even show 
much emotion in their faces. Fourth, some keep their personal lives separate from work lives, while others talk a lot about their 
personal lives. Choose to use the Canadian communication style as much as possible since it is likely the main style in the 
workplace. See Principle 3 - Section 2 for more details. 

19. Be prepared for meetings. 
Before a meeting, have a rough outline of what you need to say. Bring your notebook, pen, and the agenda with any materials 
you need to print. Be ready to speak. Your ideas need to be organized in your head before you arrive. This requires a rough 
outline - bulleted points, key words and concepts, and notes, not a pre-written speech.  The outline must enable you to be clear, 
coherent and concise. See Principle 2 - Section 3 and UR#8 for more details.  

20. Speak up. Contribute. Participate.  
Your employer expects you to speak up, using “softeners” in a Canadian communication style, when you disagree with 
important  ideas, opinions and decisions. If a mistake is made, and your input could have avoided it, you will be held 
responsible. At most most team meetings, you are probably expected to contribute an update, idea, opinion etc. Your 
colleagues need and expect your input. If most other team members are contributing, then you probably have something you 
should contribute, even if it’s just to say “Everything is going well”. Also, opportunities will open up for you to participate in 
workplace activities that are beyond your daily work duties e.g. volunteering in a fundraising campaign such as the United Way, 
going to a company BBQ. Take advantage of these opportunities to be more involved in your company. It is a great way to get 
to know people. See UR#s 9 to 11 for more details.   

21. Maximize your day of small beginnings. 
To “maximize” means to get the most advantage out of a situation. A “small beginning” is the first job in Canada that puts you in 
your career.  You might not  be employed at the level you were at in your previous country. This is the day of small beginnings 
that  you need to maximize. Too many newcomers become discouraged and give up their first jobs too quickly. Don’t waste this 
job opportunity because you feel you deserve a better job at a higher level. You do. But to get there you need to prove yourself 
here. A Canadian would have the same experience in your country, getting a job in your first language and culture. Focus on 
why the “day of small beginnings” is  important  - this job will be your first Canadian work reference, which will secure your next 
better job. See Principle 1 - Section 2 for more details. 

17. Use a Canadian communication style.
The Canadian communication style is made up of four building blocks: clarity, conciseness, coherence and consensus.  Clarity 
means choosing the simplest words. Coherence means linear organization. It means putting the main point at the front, not  the 
end.  Conciseness means keeping information short.  Consensus is the centerpiece to the Canadian communication style. It is 
the Canadian cultural approach to a variety of speech acts e.g. sharing ideas, disagreeing, pointing out and responding to 
mistakes.  Consensus works through “softeners” - specific words and expressions which soften those speech acts. For example, 
using suggestion instead of opinion: “We could...” instead of “We must...”. This is integral to how Canadians communicate at 
work. Using speech that builds consensus is considered respectful and polite. It  is  the preferred Canadian approach for 
avoiding friction with other people. This aspect of Canadian communication can take time to master, but it is essential. See 
Principle 2 for more details. 

18. Use intercultural communication. 
You probably don’t just work with Canadians. Most workplaces are very multicultural. You need to have a basic understanding 
of other cultural communication styles to avoid misunderstanding other newcomers. First,  be aware that  some cultures speak 
very  directly, which can seem aggressive, while others are more indirect. Second, some talk in a straight line, to the point,  and 
others talk around a topic, even going off topic. Third, some use lots  of emotion in their voices, while others don’t even show 
much emotion in their faces. Fourth, some keep their personal lives separate from work lives, while others talk a lot about their 
personal lives. Choose to use the Canadian communication style as much as possible since it is likely the main style in the 
workplace. See Principle 3 - Section 2 for more details. 

19. Be prepared for meetings. 
Before a meeting, have a rough outline of what you need to say. Bring your notebook, pen, and the agenda with any materials 
you need to print. Be ready to speak. Your ideas need to be organized in your head before you arrive. This requires a rough 
outline - bulleted points, key words and concepts, and notes, not a pre-written speech.  The outline must enable you to be clear, 
coherent and concise. See Principle 2 - Section 3 and UR#8 for more details.  

20. Speak up. Contribute. Participate.  
Your employer expects you to speak up, using “softeners” in a Canadian communication style, when you disagree with 
important  ideas, opinions and decisions. If a mistake is made, and your input could have avoided it, you will be held 
responsible. At most most team meetings, you are probably expected to contribute an update, idea, opinion etc. Your 
colleagues need and expect your input. If most other team members are contributing, then you probably have something you 
should contribute, even if it’s just to say “Everything is going well”. Also, opportunities will open up for you to participate in 
workplace activities that are beyond your daily work duties e.g. volunteering in a fundraising campaign such as the United Way, 
going to a company BBQ. Take advantage of these opportunities to be more involved in your company. It is a great way to get 
to know people. See UR#s 9 to 11 for more details.   

21. Maximize your day of small beginnings. 
To “maximize” means to get the most advantage out of a situation. A “small beginning” is the first job in Canada that puts you in 
your career.  You might not  be employed at the level you were at in your previous country. This is the day of small beginnings 
that  you need to maximize. Too many newcomers become discouraged and give up their first jobs too quickly. Don’t waste this 
job opportunity because you feel you deserve a better job at a higher level. You do. But to get there you need to prove yourself 
here. A Canadian would have the same experience in your country, getting a job in your first language and culture. Focus on 
why the “day of small beginnings” is  important  - this job will be your first Canadian work reference, which will secure your next 
better job. See Principle 1 - Section 2 for more details. 
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The First Year
22. Use an evolving set of career expectations. 
To evolve means to develop slowly, from simple to more complex. As a newcomer to Canada, it is important to set goals, but to 
let them change as you get more accurate information about the workplace.  Don’t  set your expectations too high at the start - 
you need time to adapt to the language and culture.  Don’t  set expectations too low - your employer will expect you to grow in 
your career, and skills. Set yourself  specific goals for career and learning, but let them evolve as you discover new career 
information. See UR#2 for more details. 

23. Seek feedback. 
Comments from colleagues are essential to help you grow in your skills. This feedback can happen formally e.g. yearly 
performance reviews with your supervisor, or informally from coworkers and clients in the form of suggestions. Canadians tend 
to suggest more then “tell” you what to change. They will affirm what you did well before suggesting changes to what is not 
working. This is called the “feedback sandwich” - one good thing, one bad thing in the middle, and then more good things at 
the end.  Therefore, if you expect very direct feedback on what you are doing wrong, you will likely not get it. You will have to ask 
for it. One way of seeking direct feedback is to ask the following way:  what should I stop doing, start doing and keep doing? 
These questions make it easier for people to give you direct feedback without feeling uncomfortable. See Box 4.3;  UR# 7; and 
Principle 2 - Section 2 for more details. 

24. Master English. 
Mastering English doesn’t mean speaking English perfectly; rather, it means gaining control over English. You own it  by taking 
responsibility  for setting learning goals, finding learning strategies, staying motivated and rewarding yourself for growth. Your 
employer will expect you to be self-directed in learning English so that you can grow with the company. Once you are 
employed, set aside time outside of  work for learning, even a few hours a week. If  possible, combine classroom study with self-
directed learning. Go online and find the schools, colleges and courses you need. Your company may offer in-house language, 
culture and integration training workshops. If not,  suggest it.  Or use this desk reference as your text book. Don’t wait for 
someone else to do it for you. See Principle 4 - Section 1; and UR#s 17 and 18; and Box 4.2 for more details. 

25. Clear your pronunciation. 
Keep your accent. It is part of you. But clear in your pronunciation. Clear pronunciation does not mean you must assume a 
Canadian accent.  Many English speakers emigrate from the US and UK every year. They never change their accents but they 
adjust some pronunciation to speak more clearly. The following three changes can make a big difference in your speech clarity 
in a short  time.  First,  slow down your speaking speed a little. You don’t have to speak fast to sound confident. Clarity will get you 
respect,  not speed. Second, use short pause between your “thought groups” in a sentence. Thought groups are the way ideas, 
expressed as words, group together in chunks. Pause makes the mental process easier for listeners. Third, limit interjections: 
sounds like “um” or “ah”, repeating words, making noises or laughing to your hide nervousness. They make it difficult to 
understand you. See Principle 4 - Section 2 for more details. 

The First Year
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employed, set aside time outside of  work for learning, even a few hours a week. If  possible, combine classroom study with self-
directed learning. Go online and find the schools, colleges and courses you need. Your company may offer in-house language, 
culture and integration training workshops. If not,  suggest it.  Or use this desk reference as your text book. Don’t wait for 
someone else to do it for you. See Principle 4 - Section 1; and UR#s 17 and 18; and Box 4.2 for more details. 

25. Clear your pronunciation. 
Keep your accent. It is part of you. But clear in your pronunciation. Clear pronunciation does not mean you must assume a 
Canadian accent.  Many English speakers emigrate from the US and UK every year. They never change their accents but they 
adjust some pronunciation to speak more clearly. The following three changes can make a big difference in your speech clarity 
in a short  time.  First,  slow down your speaking speed a little. You don’t have to speak fast to sound confident. Clarity will get you 
respect,  not speed. Second, use short pause between your “thought groups” in a sentence. Thought groups are the way ideas, 
expressed as words, group together in chunks. Pause makes the mental process easier for listeners. Third, limit interjections: 
sounds like “um” or “ah”, repeating words, making noises or laughing to your hide nervousness. They make it difficult to 
understand you. See Principle 4 - Section 2 for more details. 

  

Workplace Integration - A Desk Reference for Newcomers to Canada                                                                                     13



Twenty-eight Articles: the fundamentals of workplace integration for newcomers  

26. Become really good at working with difference. 
The Canadian workplace is one of the most multicultural in the world. You not only work with different cultures, but  also with 
different  personality types, genders, first languages, backgrounds and experiences. You may not be used to working with 
different  cultures or with people from the opposite gender. You might work with certain ethnic or social groups that were not 
given equal status in your first country. You may even come from one of those people groups. In the Canadian workplace, all 
that  changes. For a very few newcomers, this mental and behavioral shift towards respect and equality for others can be 
challenging. Yet,  it must be made. Respect in the workplace and equality between all people are building blocks in Canadian 
democracy.  They have helped make multiculturalism and your integration possible. With strong English skills, and the right 
technical and enabling skills, career success is possible for anyone. See Principle 3 for more details. 

27. Integrate. Don’t isolate.  
Belonging in the workplace is an essential part of integration. Yet, some newcomers tend to isolate themselves. They try to 
remain “invisible” in the workplace. They say nothing when others are talking. Coworkers take notice  when newcomers isolate 
themselves or use their first  language instead of English. They also notice when newcomers try to integrate. No one will ever say 
anything to you about this. It is your right to choose how you act  at work, but  it  is also your responsibility to adapt and integrate. 
Career success is tied to integration, not to technical skills alone. Se UR#s15 and 11 for more details. 

28. Stay positive. 
The most important skill you could have, but often the most difficult to practice, is to stay positive when you feel discouraged or 
frustrated.  At times, you can feel culture shock or even “homesick”. It is  quite common to experience emotional “ups” and 
“downs” as you journey through workplace integration. Everyone has their own way to get through these moments. Be aware of 
the one you use. You will need it  at times to manage your feelings and motivation. As far as it  depends on you, wear a “positive 
face” at work. Wear a smile and have an open friendly expression, even if it doesn’t  feel like your cultural norm. A friendly 
expression at work is one of  the essential Canadian norms. Stay positive. You will look back three, five, ten and twenty years 
from today and understand so much more in hindsight. For now, take one day at a time, and keep putting one foot in front of the 
other in this journey of integration into Canada. See UR# 2 for details.  
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PART 3 
Principle 1

Have a game plan  

PART 3 
Principle 1

Have a game plan  

You need a “game plan” for workplace integration. A 
game plan is a strategy that sports teams create before 
competing in order to win. In the same way, you need 
an intentional plan to integrate into your Canadian 
workplace and find career success. Principle 1 starts by 
defining workplace integration. Then, it explores ways 
to maximize your first  career opportunity in Canada. It 
also takes an in-depth look at developing both technical 
and non-technical skills.          
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Integration in process - A Case Study with Carlos 
Section 1 

Be clear on what integration is.

‣ Unwritten Rule #1 Use an evolving set of career expectations
‣ Culture Box 1.1  Defining culture
‣ Culture Box 1.2  Culture hides. Find it 
‣ Culture Box 1.3  Tendencies and stereotypes

Section 2 
Maximize your day of small beginnings.

‣ Unwritten Rule #2 Show a half-full attitude
‣ Culture Box 1.4  Suspending judgement  
‣ Culture Box 1.5  Using a notebook

Section 3 

Expand your enabling skills. Advance your technical expertise. 
‣ Unwritten Rule #3 Expand your enabling skills before seeking 

promotion 
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CASE STUDY                                                                 
Integration in process
CASE STUDY                                                                 
Integration in process
CASE STUDY                                                                 
Integration in process
Carlos 
Carlos immigrated to Canada from South 
America.  He had a four-year undergraduate 
degree and ten years experience in his 
profession. Nevertheless, it was still difficult  
to find a job in his field. He could speak 
English but he often found it difficult to 
understand what others were saying in 
English.  Moreover,  every employer wanted 
“Canadian experience.” So Carlos decided 
to do a “survival job”  as a security guard, 
and go back to university. Two years later, he 
finished a Masters degree in his field 
specializing in project  management  His 
listening skills had also developed. A 
classmate told him about an entry-level 
position in an engineering company. Carlos 
applied and was offered the job.

Goals
Carlos’ main responsibility was to review 
engineering blueprints. He had to look for 
errors in calculations in the designs. The 
work was far below Carlos’ skill level, but the 
job was a “foot-in-the-door”, meaning it could 
lead to better opportunities. Carlos believed 
if he did well, better opportunities would 
open up for him in the company. After a few 
weeks,  he had a good understanding of the 
company’s core business and which 
directions his career could follow. He set a 
short  and a long-term goal: first, to go from 
reviewing blueprints to working on the project 
controls  team within 6 months; and then to 
become project  manager within 3 years. To 
achieve these goals, he knew he had to do 
two things: first, exceed his manager’s 
expectations in his current job; and second, 
close the language and cultural gaps he 
could feel were stopping his career progress.  

Gaps
Carlos knew he was quick at finding errors in 
the blueprints but not good at telling his 
colleagues that they had made mistakes. 
Carlos needed more specific language 
training. He soon found out  the company 
offered workplace integration training on 
Friday afternoons. The program included 
both English and intercultural training.                              

 
Carlos joined the pronunciation course 
which was very useful. As a native-
Spanish speaker, he learnt to speak a 
little slower in English. He had to pause 
more often and put more emphasis  on 
the p-t-k consonants at the end of 
words.
  
Motivation 
However,  he still felt very underutilized 
in his job. Some days he wanted to quit. 
But he stayed positive. He didn’t want 
to change companies and end up 
doing the same job. Instead, he looked 
forward to the training on Friday 
afternoons.  He showed determination. 
During a coffee break, Carlos told the 
instructor that he was having trouble 
finding the right way to tell colleagues 
they needed to correct their mistakes. 
They came up with a great plan. That 
following Monday, Carlos asked the 
Canadian-born guys on his team if he 
could make notes on the words they 
used when pointing out mistakes to 
colleagues. Carlos began writing in his 
notebook everything he heard. Within a 
week he had identified the most 
common words and sentences his team 
mates used. He also asked them to give 
him feedback on his pronunciation and 
word choices. Carlos also wrote down 
other new terms he heard at work.  His 
colleagues were glad to explain the 
new words to him when they had free 
time. 

Recognition 
Carlos‘ team lead noticed he was trying 
to learn and be positive. Other team 
leads commented on Carlos’ attention 
to detail in his work with the blueprints. 
To show Carlos that other people 
noticed his efforts, the team lead 
organized five hours of one-on-one 
c o a c h i n g f o r C a r l o s w i t h a 
pronunciation instructor. It was very 
effective. Carlos thanked his team lead. 
He explained that he enjoyed working in  
the company. He asked whether they

could set up a meeting to discuss 
his career opportunities. 

Looking Back on Small Beginnings
Carlos has been with the company 
for a few years. He is a senior 
project  manager now. Many factors 
contributed to Carlos‘ success, but  
a few important qualities stand out. 
Carlos had determinat ion, or 
“staying power.” His first job was 
unchal lenging so he created 
challenges for himself. He set 
specific goals and identified his 
learning needs. He took ownership 
of his learning by finding people and 
programs to support him. He 
s h o w e d g r a t i t u d e f o r a n y 
opportunities that opened up for 
him. And when he felt  the timing was 
right, he told his supervisor he 
wanted more challenging work. He 
asked for help in achieving it. This 
was possible because he had 
a l r e a d y e x c e e d e d p e o p l e ’ s 
expec ta t ions . And he never 
complained that any job was too 
easy for him. 

Today, Carlos  volunteers in the 
company’s mentoring program, 
helping other newcomers with their 
“small beginnings.”   
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What is workplace integration?
 
Workplace integration is the unique experience newcomers have of adapting their 
communication and other cultural norms to the norms of the Canadian workplace. As 
newcomers, they adapt in order to fully contribute their expertise and achieve a meaningful 
sense of belonging in the Canadian workplace. A broader definition of workplace integration 
will ultimately come from you, the newcomer, because integration is a highly personal 
journey, as well as a shared social experience with other newcomers. 

Why workplace integration is important 
       
1. Closing gaps. To find career success, you need to close the cultural and language gaps that 

exists between you and your Canadian workplace. There are differences in expectations and 
behaviors between the Canadian workplace and your first culture and language. Once you 
are aware that there are differences, you will know where you should adapt. To adapt means 
adding certain new behaviors, and ways of communicating and thinking to your skills for 
working in this new culture.         

K E Y P O I N T - B e c a u s e 
workplace integration is a 
personal journey, it  is also a 
puzzle only you can solve. This 
desk reference is a tool to 
assist  you in putting the pieces 
together.        

2. Avoiding misunderstandings. When everyone follows workplace expectations, there are fewer misunderstandings. 
Workplace expectations are the general “norms”, or ways of speaking, thinking and behaving.  They create predictability 
among people in the workplace. They apply to everyone, not just newcomers. In this desk reference, the Twenty-eight Articles, 
the readings, key points, boxes and unwritten rules are some of the most common workplace expectations, or norms. Some of 
them are easy to do. Some you will get used to. Others need to be learnt, and a  few you may even disagree with. The norms 
you adapt to will ultimately depend on you, because only you are responsible for your career in Canada, not your employer, 
coworkers or community.     

Return on Investment  

The return for you, on the investment of your time (ROI), will be a smoother integration experience. By raising your awareness 
and skill level for working with language, cultural and communication differences, better opportunities will open for you that 
are unique to your future in the Canadian workplace. The practices in this desk reference have worked for more than a thousand 
other newcomers who contributed in various ways to its development.  

How to think about workplace integration   

1. Integration happens as a two-way street - Workplace integration differs from settlement which is the first few months in 
Canada when you find accommodation, schools, health care etc. It is also not economic integration - the process of “getting a 
job” in your career. Instead, workplace integration defines your “work life” once you are employed. It is often defined as the 
experience of a “good fit” between the newcomer and the organization. But the idea of a person being a “good fit” also 
applies to native-born Canadians. Every new employee experiences a period of adjustment in a new company. Therefore, 
workplace integration must have elements unique to newcomers. Generally, it is the specific cultural, language and 
communication changes that make the newcomer integration experience unique. These changes require a positive attitude, 
good resources and training, along with patience from everyone. That is why the Canadian government defines integration 
as a “two-way street”, or process, between newcomers and their new workplaces i.e an interactive relationship in which both 
groups give and take.  
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experience of a “good fit” between the newcomer and the organization. But the idea of a person being a “good fit” also 
applies to native-born Canadians. Every new employee experiences a period of adjustment in a new company. Therefore, 
workplace integration must have elements unique to newcomers. Generally, it is the specific cultural, language and 
communication changes that make the newcomer integration experience unique. These changes require a positive attitude, 
good resources and training, along with patience from everyone. That is why the Canadian government defines integration 
as a “two-way street”, or process, between newcomers and their new workplaces i.e an interactive relationship in which both 
groups give and take.  
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2. Integration means adapting, not assimilating  - You originate from a first language and culture that has certain norms that 
are different to the behaviors in your Canadian workplace. Adapting means adding new behaviors for integration, not 
replacing your existing ones, which is assimilation. Instead, you adapt by adjusting certain ways of communicating and 
working with people. You still keep the cultural norms you brought with you. Some will still work for you here because you 
work in a multicultural country. However, any norms that cause misunderstandings are not going to work. The choice to 
adapt - to add new ways for work - is entirely yours. New behaviors can hardly feel authentic unless you are free to make 
your own choices in your own time. This desk reference does assume you’re ready to make some changes to how you do 
things now that you’re in Canada. 

3. Integration needs a  departure point - The readings, boxes and unwritten rules are departure points. There is no formula to 
Canadian workplace culture. No workplaces are exactly the same. Therefore, the information in this desk reference focuses 
on tendencies i.e. cultural norms that tend to be true most of the time. They raise your awareness of potential differences, and 
give you strategies, not scientific precision. A departure point allows you to start somewhere but grow as you encounter real 
life. This resource is meant to raise your awareness and help you to adapt quickly to the expectations in your specific team 
and workplace.    

4. Integration requires cultural intelligence - There is no universal workplace culture. It is not effective to think “as long as I 
act professionally, everything will be okay.” This is because being professional is culturally defined. The Canadian workplace 
has its own set of expectations for being professional. Moreover, the Canadian workplace is very multicultural. You work 
with colleagues from many cultural backgrounds. They have diverse beliefs about how to communicate, distribute power, 
use time, build credibility or become friends. If there was such a thing as a global professional work culture, the Canadian 
government wouldn’t invest money and time into training newcomers. In fact, the government also gives Canadian 
diplomats cultural and language training before they go overseas. You should plan to raise your own intercultural skills so 
that you can adapt to your new workplace. A lot depends on you being able to identify where and when you need to adapt. 
The more your awareness is raised, the easier it is to know where and when to adapt. 

2. Integration means adapting, not assimilating  - You originate from a first language and culture that has certain norms that 
are different to the behaviors in your Canadian workplace. Adapting means adding new behaviors for integration, not 
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work in a multicultural country. However, any norms that cause misunderstandings are not going to work. The choice to 
adapt - to add new ways for work - is entirely yours. New behaviors can hardly feel authentic unless you are free to make 
your own choices in your own time. This desk reference does assume you’re ready to make some changes to how you do 
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3. Integration needs a  departure point - The readings, boxes and unwritten rules are departure points. There is no formula to 
Canadian workplace culture. No workplaces are exactly the same. Therefore, the information in this desk reference focuses 
on tendencies i.e. cultural norms that tend to be true most of the time. They raise your awareness of potential differences, and 
give you strategies, not scientific precision. A departure point allows you to start somewhere but grow as you encounter real 
life. This resource is meant to raise your awareness and help you to adapt quickly to the expectations in your specific team 
and workplace.    

4. Integration requires cultural intelligence - There is no universal workplace culture. It is not effective to think “as long as I 
act professionally, everything will be okay.” This is because being professional is culturally defined. The Canadian workplace 
has its own set of expectations for being professional. Moreover, the Canadian workplace is very multicultural. You work 
with colleagues from many cultural backgrounds. They have diverse beliefs about how to communicate, distribute power, 
use time, build credibility or become friends. If there was such a thing as a global professional work culture, the Canadian 
government wouldn’t invest money and time into training newcomers. In fact, the government also gives Canadian 
diplomats cultural and language training before they go overseas. You should plan to raise your own intercultural skills so 
that you can adapt to your new workplace. A lot depends on you being able to identify where and when you need to adapt. 
The more your awareness is raised, the easier it is to know where and when to adapt. 

CULTURE BOX 1.1  Defining culture    

What is culture? In simple terms, culture is a group’s shared “norms” i.e. patterns of 
speaking, behaving and thinking in various situations. Culture can describe the 
people from a region, country, province, town, organization or even a team. Does 
everyone follow all those norms all the time? Probably not, so norms are more like 
tendencies i.e. the norms that tend to be true most of the time. 

Moreover, cultural is only one dimension of every human being. Each person is more 
than their cultural background because they have unique identities and personal 
experiences.  Therefore, cultural tendencies should be understood to other dimensions 
of diversity, such as personality, gender and age. 

The Canadian professional workplace has a very specific culture. Think of moments in 
Canada when you felt offended or confused, or when you thought to yourself “we do 
things in a better way back in my country”. Those moments were cultural differences. 
Don’t  stay caught between those two worlds - your first culture and your new 
workplace culture. Instead, accept that there are different, yet equally valid, ways of 
thinking and doing things. Get  comfortable with the ambiguity.  You can find a balance 
between both worlds.                 
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5. Integration occurs by mastering workplace English - You don’t have to learn everything within the English language. 
Mastery doesn’t mean perfect grammar or knowing every English word. Instead, focus on the language that is essential to 
your career and to working well with coworkers and clients.  A common error newcomers make once they are employed is to 
stop developing their English skills. They assume that because they have been hired, their English must seem good enough 
to their employer. However, employers have an unspoken expectation: if you are hired and your English is not strong, it is up 
to you to know that and to get the English you need. Most employers will support you. But the drive, the planning and 
choices must come from you. Once you are employed, mastering English for work will require some self-directed learning 
from you, and perhaps some formal workplace integration courses, depending on your needs. Make sure you find the space 
in your work-life balance for times of learning.        

5. Integration occurs by mastering workplace English - You don’t have to learn everything within the English language. 
Mastery doesn’t mean perfect grammar or knowing every English word. Instead, focus on the language that is essential to 
your career and to working well with coworkers and clients.  A common error newcomers make once they are employed is to 
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to their employer. However, employers have an unspoken expectation: if you are hired and your English is not strong, it is up 
to you to know that and to get the English you need. Most employers will support you. But the drive, the planning and 
choices must come from you. Once you are employed, mastering English for work will require some self-directed learning 
from you, and perhaps some formal workplace integration courses, depending on your needs. Make sure you find the space 
in your work-life balance for times of learning.        

CULTURE BOX 1.2  Culture hides. Find it.    

“Culture hides much more than it reveals,” wrote Edward T. 
Hall, one of the first pioneers of intercultural studies. He 
also said culture hides best from its own participants. For 
example,  Canadian workplace culture hides best  from 
Canadians.  People who grow up in a culture are like fish 
living in water. They don’t see it  because they are in it every 
day. 

But,  as a newcomer, you are going to be more aware of 
your own culture because you are now in a new one. You 
will also begin to “see” Canadian workplace culture 
because this desk reference is designed to raise your 
cultural awareness. As your eyes and ears are “opened” 
your intercultural skills will grow. But you have to take those 
skills into your workplace and use them. Culture hides. It is 
up to you to find it. It is part of integration.     

CULTURE BOX 1.3  Tendencies and stereotypes  CULTURE BOX 1.3  Tendencies and stereotypes  

Statements about the cultural norms of a group of people are actually statements about tendencies. A tendency is a type 
behavior that can usually be expected from a cultural group. It is a generalization about behaviors. The behavior is usual for 
the people in that group, although it may be unusual to people outside the group. For example, a Canadian might give an 
opinion using a disclaimer like “I could be wrong, but I think the calculations in this financial statement are slightly off.” A 
Western European might think the disclaimer is unusual, and unnecessary because the Canadian should have said nothing if 
he or she “could be wrong.” For the Canadians, the disclaimer is a way to be less assertive. It  creates an invitation for other 
people’s opinions, or it  lessens an awkward moment if the person has made an error. It  has less to do with certainty or 
uncertainty and more to do with harmony between people. In a cultural group that values direct, explicit, fact-based 
communication,  disclaimers seem unusual or even unprofessional. In the Canadian workplace, being overly direct is 
interpreted as too confrontational.         

Cultural tendencies are not typical for everyone in a culture all the time. Cultures change between generations. In addition, 
personality  types and other dimensions of human diversity need to be considered. Each person has unique qualities. 
Therefore,  when discussing culture, it is best to talk in terms of tendencies. We think in tendencies in order to avoid creating 
stereotypes. Stereotypes are fixed, oversimplified ideas about a particular group of people. They are usually negative labels 
that  lead to discrimination and the exclusion of  people, whereas cultural tendencies are observable behaviors that are not 
fixed. Tendencies allow people to belong to a culture, but to express themselves individually as well.        

Statements about the cultural norms of a group of people are actually statements about tendencies. A tendency is a type 
behavior that can usually be expected from a cultural group. It is a generalization about behaviors. The behavior is usual for 
the people in that group, although it may be unusual to people outside the group. For example, a Canadian might give an 
opinion using a disclaimer like “I could be wrong, but I think the calculations in this financial statement are slightly off.” A 
Western European might think the disclaimer is unusual, and unnecessary because the Canadian should have said nothing if 
he or she “could be wrong.” For the Canadians, the disclaimer is a way to be less assertive. It  creates an invitation for other 
people’s opinions, or it  lessens an awkward moment if the person has made an error. It  has less to do with certainty or 
uncertainty and more to do with harmony between people. In a cultural group that values direct, explicit, fact-based 
communication,  disclaimers seem unusual or even unprofessional. In the Canadian workplace, being overly direct is 
interpreted as too confrontational.         

Cultural tendencies are not typical for everyone in a culture all the time. Cultures change between generations. In addition, 
personality  types and other dimensions of human diversity need to be considered. Each person has unique qualities. 
Therefore,  when discussing culture, it is best to talk in terms of tendencies. We think in tendencies in order to avoid creating 
stereotypes. Stereotypes are fixed, oversimplified ideas about a particular group of people. They are usually negative labels 
that  lead to discrimination and the exclusion of  people, whereas cultural tendencies are observable behaviors that are not 
fixed. Tendencies allow people to belong to a culture, but to express themselves individually as well.        
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Section 1   Get clear on what integration is. 

Unwritten Rule # 1  Use an evolving set of career expectations   Unwritten Rule # 1  Use an evolving set of career expectations   

Recognize change is part of life. To evolve means to develop slowly, from simple to more complex. As a newcomer to Canada, it 
is important to set goals, but to let them change as you get more accurate information about the workplace. The world of work is 
changing rapidly. The speed of change is incredible. It is estimated that many professionals have had 10 to 14 jobs by their late 
thirties. One popular fact suggests that nowadays colleges across the world prepare students for jobs that don’t exist yet, to use 
technologies that haven’t been invented, in order to solve problems we don’t even know are problems yet. This fact suggests that 
people need to be open to learning and changing in their careers. Be open to opportunities that you may never have expected in 
your previous country.   

Set accurate expectations. Some newcomers set their expectations too low. Maybe they feel their English is not good enough or 
that they can’t match their skills to a job in their profession etc. They get defeated. They forget too quickly that the right 
opportunities always open up eventually. Other newcomers set their expectations too high. They want to be doing exactly what 
they did before they immigrated, even though they haven’t closed their language, cultural and communication gaps. Some 
newcomers refuse to reenter their profession through unfamiliar opportunities. Others don’t give a 100 percent to a “foot-in-the-
door” job (their first work experience) because they feel the job is too easy or very repetitive. Meanwhile, the best career 
opportunities usually open up a few months into those “foot-in-the-door” jobs.       

Let your expectations evolve. On the other hand, newcomers with an evolving set of expectations set specific goals for career 
and learning, but revise them as they discover new career  information. They are willing to give 100 percent to any “foot-in-the-
door” career opportunities. They spend their time well by mastering English for work, becoming culturally competent and 
gaining strong technical skills. Most importantly, newcomers with an evolving set of expectations patiently build that “can do” 
attitude that Canadians value. These newcomers don’t lose the energy that made then immigrate from their first country to 
become Canadians. 
         

Recognize change is part of life. To evolve means to develop slowly, from simple to more complex. As a newcomer to Canada, it 
is important to set goals, but to let them change as you get more accurate information about the workplace. The world of work is 
changing rapidly. The speed of change is incredible. It is estimated that many professionals have had 10 to 14 jobs by their late 
thirties. One popular fact suggests that nowadays colleges across the world prepare students for jobs that don’t exist yet, to use 
technologies that haven’t been invented, in order to solve problems we don’t even know are problems yet. This fact suggests that 
people need to be open to learning and changing in their careers. Be open to opportunities that you may never have expected in 
your previous country.   

Set accurate expectations. Some newcomers set their expectations too low. Maybe they feel their English is not good enough or 
that they can’t match their skills to a job in their profession etc. They get defeated. They forget too quickly that the right 
opportunities always open up eventually. Other newcomers set their expectations too high. They want to be doing exactly what 
they did before they immigrated, even though they haven’t closed their language, cultural and communication gaps. Some 
newcomers refuse to reenter their profession through unfamiliar opportunities. Others don’t give a 100 percent to a “foot-in-the-
door” job (their first work experience) because they feel the job is too easy or very repetitive. Meanwhile, the best career 
opportunities usually open up a few months into those “foot-in-the-door” jobs.       

Let your expectations evolve. On the other hand, newcomers with an evolving set of expectations set specific goals for career 
and learning, but revise them as they discover new career  information. They are willing to give 100 percent to any “foot-in-the-
door” career opportunities. They spend their time well by mastering English for work, becoming culturally competent and 
gaining strong technical skills. Most importantly, newcomers with an evolving set of expectations patiently build that “can do” 
attitude that Canadians value. These newcomers don’t lose the energy that made then immigrate from their first country to 
become Canadians. 
         

“My greatest point is my persistence. I never give up in a match. No matter how 
down I am, I fight until the last ball. My list of matches shows that I have turned a 
great many so-called irretrievable defeats into victories.” 
                                   - Bjorn Borg, former no. 1 world tennis champion  
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Section 2   Maximize your day of small beginnings.    Section 2   Maximize your day of small beginnings.    

What do you mean by “maximize”? 

To “maximize” means to get the most advantage out of a  situation. What is a 
“small beginning”, you ask?  For you, it’s that “foot-in-the-door”  job - the first job 
in Canada that puts you back in your career. No more survival jobs like 
delivering pizza. The challenge is that you might not be employed at the level 
you were at in your previous country. This is the day of small beginnings you 
need to maximize. Don’t get frustrated and waste your first career opportunity if 
the job is below your skills. You need to put a lot of value on that first job 
opportunity.  
 
Too many newcomers become discouraged and give up their “foot-in-the-door” 
jobs too quickly. This is understandable because the “day of small beginnings” is 
not really a day. It could be a week, a month, a year, or even longer in a job that is 
too easy or very boring. Newcomers get frustrated because they have so much 
more expertise to offer Canada. Yet, don’t waste this job opportunity because you 
feel you deserve a better job at a higher level. You do. But to get there you need 
to prove yourself here. Don’t take it personally. Other newcomers have similar 
experiences. People immigrating to other countries in the world also go through 
the integration journey. Everyone’s experiences are similar, as well as unique. But 
this particular journey is yours. Maximize your first career job in Canada; don’t 
waste it by focusing on what you don’t have. Focus on why the day of small 
beginnings is important. 

KEY POINT - You need to skillfully manage 
the first job back in your career, whether or 
not it uses all your skills.   

Why the “day of small beginnings” is important 

This job will be your first Canadian work reference, which will secure your next 
better job. Experience suggest that at least 40 percent of newcomers do not 
maximize this valuable part of their career. Stay positive. Maximize that first job. 

Return on Investment

When you do well in your first career opportunity, you will leave that job with 
valuable Canadian work experience. You will  have a strong reference from your 
supervisor or employer. This is called your “track record.” It shows new 
employers that you have the technical skills for a new job. But more importantly, 
a reference shows you have the non-technical skills. These “soft skills” include 
qualities like staying positive, working smarter versus harder, being a lifelong 
learner, using initiative, maximizing your time, and exceeding expectations.          

How to maximize your day of small beginnings 

1. Stay positive - Make a  list of the positive parts of your job. Write a list of 
qualities and skills you want your employer to associate with you when they 
write a reference for you, or promote you. Read through the lists when you 
feel bored or underutilized in a “small beginnings” job. When you lose 
energy and career momentum, stay positive. Even when you know you have 
more skills to offer a company. Even if you supervised the work in your 
previous country, do the job with excellence. 

CULTURE BOX 1.4  Suspending judgment   Why the “day of small beginnings” is important 

This job will be your first Canadian work reference, which will secure your next 
better job. Experience suggest that at least 40 percent of newcomers do not 
maximize this valuable part of their career. Stay positive. Maximize that first job. 

Return on Investment

When you do well in your first career opportunity, you will leave that job with 
valuable Canadian work experience. You will  have a strong reference from your 
supervisor or employer. This is called your “track record.” It shows new 
employers that you have the technical skills for a new job. But more importantly, 
a reference shows you have the non-technical skills. These “soft skills” include 
qualities like staying positive, working smarter versus harder, being a lifelong 
learner, using initiative, maximizing your time, and exceeding expectations.          

How to maximize your day of small beginnings 

1. Stay positive - Make a  list of the positive parts of your job. Write a list of 
qualities and skills you want your employer to associate with you when they 
write a reference for you, or promote you. Read through the lists when you 
feel bored or underutilized in a “small beginnings” job. When you lose 
energy and career momentum, stay positive. Even when you know you have 
more skills to offer a company. Even if you supervised the work in your 
previous country, do the job with excellence. 

To judge means to put a value on an object 
or behavior, to have an opinion of whether it 
is right or wrong, good or bad. To suspend 
means to stop, to wait, or to hang 
somewhere in the middle. 

The first skill of intercultural competence is 
to “suspend judgement.” When someone 
says or does something that you find 
annoying or rude,  the best thing to do is to 
step back in your mind. Look at the situation 
without emotion. Don’t judge. Ask yourself 
“What’s going on? Could it be a cultural 
thing?”  Even if it really  annoys you, suspend 
judgement. Recall what you know about 
culture.  You might be offended where no 
offense was intended. It could be a cultural 
misunderstanding. 

You can usually avoid problems later by just 
stepping back in your mind and asking 
yourself:  what’s going on? Remember, you 
work in one of the most multicultural 
workforces in the world.     
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Section 2   Maximize your day of small beginnings. 

When your emotions go up and down, you need to focus on the future. Unfortunately, some newcomers become negative. 
The quality of their work goes down. They don’t meet their project deadlines. They withdraw from their teams and become 
isolated. They wonder why they ever left their country. They begin to criticize Canada. Don’t let this be you. Develop your 
own ways to stay positive.  

2. Work smarter, not harder - This doesn’t mean coming to work really early or being the last person to leave the office. In fact, 
unless you have pressing work deadlines, working overtime in a “small beginnings” role is unnecessary. Working smarter 
means putting effort into actions that will get you to your next career goal. You can try the following:  

• Practice excellence in your technical skills. 
• Take useful training offered at work, especially workplace integration courses. 
• Ask good questions to learn fast. Use a notebook to record key info and to avoid asking again later. Ask when you don’t 

know. You don’t “lose face” by asking. If you don’t ask, and then you make a mistake, you “lose face.”  There is usually 
something to ask, so ask and you won’t get it wrong. But remember, the only dumb question is the one you keep asking. 
So get into the habit of writing things down.

• Show initiative. Look for more work when you’re finished, instead of waiting at your desk for someone to come to you. 
Figure out as much as you can by yourself. But, don’t waste time when you get stuck. Instead, ask a team member, and if 
no one knows, ask your supervisor. 

3. Exceed your employer’s expectations. Don’t think a job is too boring or too easy for you. Just do it, and do it well each time. 
It will be noticed. It will be remembered. It’s like a deposit into a bank account. You will be able to draw from it in the future 
when you need a good reference for the next stage in your career. You can try the following: 

• Be detailed in your work, but stay on time. Double-check and triple-check your work. Ask a coworker to check something, 
if you’re unsure. If you lack time, ask for more time. An employer can normally extend deadlines, if you don’t ask at the 
end when it is too late.     

• Get a  written job description from your supervisor. Ask where previous employees tended to experience difficulties in 
your job. Then exceed the role’s expectations, both technical and non-technical. Avoid mediocrity. Aim to do the best that 
has ever been done in that role, despite your language or cultural limitations.

CULTURE BOX 1.5  Using a notebook  

Buy a good notebook for work. Write down everything that you will soon be 
expected to know by memory. Your brain won’t remember everything and often 
forgets  the important stuff. With a notebook,  you will be able to go back and 
check everything without having to ask someone every time. It also makes you 
look competent. At team meetings, use your notebook. When workplace mentors 
or supervisors explain things to you, make notes. Say to them, “Do you mind if a I 
take a few notes as we speak. I want to make sure I learn this quickly.”    

In the workplace, doing things independently is called initiative and Canadians 
expect lots of it from you. Write down new words, acronyms, departments, 
instructions, processes, procedures, dates, appointments etc. Rough estimates 
suggest most people forget 70% of  everything they hear within 24 hours. And 
then 70% of that remaining 30% within three days. Fill up a notebook instead. 
Even the small stuff like colleagues‘ names.    
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Section 2   Maximize your day of small beginnings.  

Unwritten Rule # 2  Show a “half-full” attitude  Unwritten Rule # 2  Show a “half-full” attitude  

Imagine a glass of water filled half-way. Is the glass half-empty or half-full? The answer is both because it depends on how you 
look at the situation. People with a “half-full” attitude find the positive outlook on a problem. They stay positive so that it is 
easier  to find a solution, not because they are denying the problem. Even if reality seems negative, the “half-full” person stays 
hopeful. For example, a person with a “half-full” attitude sees their first job back in their career as less stressful, instead of too 
easy or boring. This is especially important for newcomers who are restarting their careers in a new country. 

Remember, when you do resign from a job or get promoted, your employer will be the main reference of your Canadian 
experience. Start showing today the qualities you want that employer to think of first when they act as your reference in the 
future. Show those qualities everyday, even when it feels false. Start with a “half-full” attitude. Below, you will find a few 
examples of what a positive, or half-full, attitude looks like:             

Imagine a glass of water filled half-way. Is the glass half-empty or half-full? The answer is both because it depends on how you 
look at the situation. People with a “half-full” attitude find the positive outlook on a problem. They stay positive so that it is 
easier  to find a solution, not because they are denying the problem. Even if reality seems negative, the “half-full” person stays 
hopeful. For example, a person with a “half-full” attitude sees their first job back in their career as less stressful, instead of too 
easy or boring. This is especially important for newcomers who are restarting their careers in a new country. 

Remember, when you do resign from a job or get promoted, your employer will be the main reference of your Canadian 
experience. Start showing today the qualities you want that employer to think of first when they act as your reference in the 
future. Show those qualities everyday, even when it feels false. Start with a “half-full” attitude. Below, you will find a few 
examples of what a positive, or half-full, attitude looks like:             

• Be positive. Don’t complain. Find opportunities and 
solutions, not problems. Be part of the solution. 

• Be easy-going. Be open, willing to try new or less familiar 
tasks, if you have the right support. 

• Exceed expectations. Go beyond your best in the work 
you’re given. 

• Be constructive. Don’t criticize people. Be clear about what 
you disagree with, but you don’t make it personal. Your 
ideas and opinions should build a team, not pull people 
down. 

• Use mistakes to learn. Be more interested in giving 
something a try than worrying about making mistakes. 
Learn from mistakes instead of worrying about “losing 
face”. 

• Learn continuously. Be a life-long learner. Work hard at 
developing your English and communication skills.  

• Be social. Smile. Use open friendly body language. 
Participate in the team and social activities in the 
organization.

• Change your friends. Get to know coworkers who have a 
half-full attitude. Avoid hanging around with half-empty 
people.

• Use 10-10-10 thinking. This approach to life comes from 
author Suzy Welch. When you face a difficult situation or 
decision, ask yourself the following: What will  be the results 
of my actions in 10 minutes, in 10 weeks and in 10 years? 
10-10-10 thinking will help you remember that every 
problem has an end, and every future needs good planning.           

“Throughout my life as a composer, I have learnt chiefly through 
my mistakes, not by my exposure to great wisdom and 
knowledge.” - Igor Stravinsky, composer, one of Time magazine’s 
100 most influential people of the 20th century
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Section 3   Expand your enabling skills. Advance your technical expertise.     Section 3   Expand your enabling skills. Advance your technical expertise.     

What are technical and enabling skills? 

Your technical skills include your knowledge and abilities in your specific 
occupation. Enabling skills*, on the other hand, are the non-technical skills you 
need for success at work. Enabling skills are also called “soft skills.”  They combine 
with your technical skills to enable you to move forward in your career. Essentially, 
enabling skills are the cultural norms in the workplace. In the Canadian workplace, 
they include your communication skills, your proficiency in English, your 
intercultural competence, along with your interpersonal and personal management 
skills etc. In fact, all the information in this desk reference are the enabling skills. 
The Twenty-eight Articles in Part 2 were a summary of the key enabling skills.    

Enabling skills exist in every workplace, but how they are used and which ones are 
important differ between cultures. In fact, enabling skills can even differ between 
occupations. People grow in their enabling skills throughout their careers. Most 
importantly, enabling skills are transferable to other job and life situations. As 
mentioned, enabling skills are better known as “soft skills” or non-technical skills, 
whereas your technical skills are also termed “hard skills.” 

Your employer will probably use the term soft skills. In this desk reference, the 
term enabling skills is used so that you understand their critical importance  - that 
they enable your technical skills to give you career success. Many newcomers only 
focus on upgrading technical skills. In their first countries, technical skills lead to 
success, since they already have the enabling (cultural) skills of their first culture. 
In Canada, people rarely achieve career success without merging strong enabling 
skills with excellent technical skills. Once a newcomer realizes and accepts this, and 
once the person begins to adapt, career opportunities become more positive.        
             
*The term “enabling skills” was created by Nava Israel at the Chang School, Ryerson 
University in Toronto. 

KEY POINT - Enabling skills open up 
career opportunities and combine with 
technical skills to establish trust  and 
credibility with your team and clients.   

Why enabling skills are important 

Enabling skills, together with your technical skills, form the foundation of trust in the workplace, and build your credibility and 
rapport with colleagues. Too often, newcomers are not fully aware of the value employers place on enabling skills. And 
employers are not aware of which enabling skills are not familiar  to newcomers. Consequently, the need for enabling skills often 
remains unknown to newcomers, and an unspoken expectation from employers. Great technical skills and strong enabling skills 
are a winning combination. But if you are limited in either one, you are going to lack mobility in your career. 

Return on Investment 

Technical skills get you employed. Enabling skills keep you employed and open up career  opportunities. By broadening your 
enabling skills, you will  be better at meeting employer expectations for working with others and for personal management, such 
as time and tasks. This will lead to better career opportunities, less stress and conflict. They will build better trust and credibility 
with colleagues and clients. They will contribute to a much more enjoyable and rewarding workplace integration experience. 

Why enabling skills are important 

Enabling skills, together with your technical skills, form the foundation of trust in the workplace, and build your credibility and 
rapport with colleagues. Too often, newcomers are not fully aware of the value employers place on enabling skills. And 
employers are not aware of which enabling skills are not familiar  to newcomers. Consequently, the need for enabling skills often 
remains unknown to newcomers, and an unspoken expectation from employers. Great technical skills and strong enabling skills 
are a winning combination. But if you are limited in either one, you are going to lack mobility in your career. 

Return on Investment 

Technical skills get you employed. Enabling skills keep you employed and open up career  opportunities. By broadening your 
enabling skills, you will  be better at meeting employer expectations for working with others and for personal management, such 
as time and tasks. This will lead to better career opportunities, less stress and conflict. They will build better trust and credibility 
with colleagues and clients. They will contribute to a much more enjoyable and rewarding workplace integration experience. 
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How to expand your enabling skills 

1. Be open to change - You have brought enabling skills to Canada from your first language and culture. Many are transferable 
into your Canadian workplace; some are not transferable. This desk reference is designed to raise your awareness of the most 
common enabling skills through the principles, readings, boxes and unwritten rules. Only you can know which ones you 
need to adapt for the workplace. For example, one newcomer from Africa realized after some time that using emotion and 
louder volume in his voice to persuade people was not working in meetings. 

He lowered his volume to the level of his colleagues and replaced emotion with objectivity. He adjusted his communication 
style by being better prepared at meetings with more facts and statistics to support his ideas. It worked. Although this 
resource can help you, the decision to adapt are up to you. Every newcomer’s experience and context is unique. And 
everyone is at various stages of the integration journey.

2. Identify which enabling skills you need  - In this desk reference, many enabling skills are defined in the four principles, 
readings, unwritten rules and boxes. They are your starting point. Some you need to learn, some are the same as those in 
your first culture, and some may not be useful to you. Some are important now, and some will be important later. As you 
read through this desk reference, mark off the skills you believe are  important to your integration journey. 

3. Take ownership - Don’t wait to be told where you need to develop. Take ownership of your own learning and development. 
Discuss “soft skills” with Canadian colleagues. Ask for feedback on where you could develop. Ask questions  such as “What 
should I stop, start and keep doing in my communication, or my actions?” Find the right learning sources. If the company 
provides integration training, or mentoring and coaching, go ahead and participate. If you need formal studies such as 
evening classes, then join. Keep moving forward and listen to people you can trust. No one in Canada is going to tell you 
what to do, but they will give suggestions if you ask. You have to own your integration journey.   

How to expand your enabling skills 

1. Be open to change - You have brought enabling skills to Canada from your first language and culture. Many are transferable 
into your Canadian workplace; some are not transferable. This desk reference is designed to raise your awareness of the most 
common enabling skills through the principles, readings, boxes and unwritten rules. Only you can know which ones you 
need to adapt for the workplace. For example, one newcomer from Africa realized after some time that using emotion and 
louder volume in his voice to persuade people was not working in meetings. 

He lowered his volume to the level of his colleagues and replaced emotion with objectivity. He adjusted his communication 
style by being better prepared at meetings with more facts and statistics to support his ideas. It worked. Although this 
resource can help you, the decision to adapt are up to you. Every newcomer’s experience and context is unique. And 
everyone is at various stages of the integration journey.

2. Identify which enabling skills you need  - In this desk reference, many enabling skills are defined in the four principles, 
readings, unwritten rules and boxes. They are your starting point. Some you need to learn, some are the same as those in 
your first culture, and some may not be useful to you. Some are important now, and some will be important later. As you 
read through this desk reference, mark off the skills you believe are  important to your integration journey. 

3. Take ownership - Don’t wait to be told where you need to develop. Take ownership of your own learning and development. 
Discuss “soft skills” with Canadian colleagues. Ask for feedback on where you could develop. Ask questions  such as “What 
should I stop, start and keep doing in my communication, or my actions?” Find the right learning sources. If the company 
provides integration training, or mentoring and coaching, go ahead and participate. If you need formal studies such as 
evening classes, then join. Keep moving forward and listen to people you can trust. No one in Canada is going to tell you 
what to do, but they will give suggestions if you ask. You have to own your integration journey.   
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Unwritten Rule # 3  Expand your enabling skills before seeking a promotion  

You want to get promoted. You want to get back to a  level in your career that is similar to what you had before you immigrated. 
Be patient. First learn the enabling skills that will keep you in the position that you want. 

Ask your supervisor to help you give direction to your career. Ask your supervisor to help you identify what skills, knowledge 
and attitude will get you to your next career goal. Employers are looking for employees who want to practice the enabling skills 
in this desk reference. If you put too much emphasis on your education, your experience or expertise, in order to get promoted, 
you are not going to find promotion. Employers look for employees who show a willingness to learn, to change, to learn from 
mistakes and avoid repeating them, to take on challenges, to master the new or unfamiliar etc. 

Leading in your expertise means being technically strong and being able to work well with others, especially difficult people or 
people that you do not agree with. Few people ever fully master all enabling skills. You are not expected to be perfect. That is 
unrealistic. But you should always be willing to learn and adapt. 

If you are so good at your job that your employer doesn’t want to lose you in that role, and is slow to promote you, ask for a 
meeting to talk about career opportunities. If they won’t give you new opportunities, then start looking for better work. Once 
you start growing in your enabling skills and have good technical  capabilities, your skills are going to be marketable. Your 
confidence will increase.        
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PART 3
Principle 2

Upgrade Your Communication Skills

Your communication skills are not your English skills. 
Instead,  communication skills are what you do with the 
English you have. Your first culture has defined how you 
use your first language. That communication style carries 
into your English, making it hard to understand you at 
times.  Principle 2 looks at adapting four aspects of 
communication,  namely clarity, conciseness, coherence 
and consensus. It will also look at  the “3-30-3  Model”  as 
a way to be better prepared to speak at meetings.           

Contents 

Integration in process - A Case Study with Yue
Section 4 - Speak with clarity coherence and conciseness. 
‣ Culture Box 2.1  Consensus in Canadian communication
‣ Culture Box 2.2  Softeners create consensus

Section 5 - Build consensus with softeners. 

‣ Unwritten Rule #4 Ask when you don’t understand
‣ Unwritten Rule #5 Bring up problems and mistakes a.s.a.p.
‣ Unwritten Rule #6 Learn from your mistakes
‣ Unwritten Rule #7 Point out mistakes with softeners

Section 6 - Be prepared for meetings. 
‣ Unwritten Rule #8 Act on the unspoken meeting rules
‣ Unwritten Rule #9 Speak up
‣ Unwritten Rule #10 Contribute
‣ Unwritten Rule #11 Participate
‣ Culture Box 2.3  The blind spot - just be professional
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CASE STUDY
Integration in process  
CASE STUDY
Integration in process  

Yue 
Yue came to Canada from Asia. His skill set was very specialized, uncommon, 
and increasingly in demand. He had been offered a job by a large Canadian 
company.  Yue enjoyed his work and was confident in his technical capabilities. 
He had already worked for an American company in Asia. 

However,  within a few days of working in Canada, Yue began to experiences 
challenges. Although his pronunciation was clear, and his English was good, 
his colleagues and clients didn’t seem to understand him. His updates, 
presentations,  opinions and ideas rarely achieved anything. He asked for 
feedback from his supervisor who suggested he keep his communications 
short  and to the point. Yue tried to think in English at work instead of translating 
in his mind before he spoke. This was a good strategy. Within a few months he 
was able to speak more quickly, but some blank stares and polite smiles from 
colleagues suggested he was still not communicating effectively. 

Yue’s  supervisor suggested he join the company’s Toastmasters Club. The 
group met at  lunch time every Wednesday in the boardroom to practice public 
speaking. This didn’t  work because Yue didn’t lack confidence to speak in 
front  of people. Something else was wrong and no one could tell him exactly 
what  in his communication was not effective. Yue had developed a good 
working relationship with a Canadian colleague on the team. The guy had 
worked in Asia and suggested that Yue’s difficulties might be due to his 
cultural communication style. Yue did the best thing he could have done. 
Instead of waiting for more people to give him the solutions, he took control of 
his problem. He went online and did a Google search on intercultural 
communication styles, focusing on the style from his first culture and language. 

He learned a lot by himself. Many cultural realities that he had experienced in 
the Canadian workplace were put into words for him through various websites 
and articles. His worries began to decrease. Then he found the answer he was 
looking for in an online blog. His cultural communication style tended to put the 
most important point at the end of his message. He needed to frontload his 
message with what he wanted people to know or do. It was difficult  for his 
Canadian colleagues to follow his ten-minute update, if  they had no idea what 
his main point  was. Back in Yue’s first culture, it was normal to build up to the 
main point. The main point  came at the end.  In fact, it was too forceful to 
frontload the main point. It took Yue a few practice updates to feel comfortable 
changing his communication style. At first, it felt awkward, even wrong, but he 
soon saw the difference in the behavior of his coworkers.   

He also learned how to stay on topic, to be clear in his  word choices, to avoid 
too much academic speak. Yue also began to prep before meetings. He wrote 
down what he wanted to say in point form. And that was the beginning of a 
new chapter for Yue’s career in Canada.             
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What are these Cs? 

Clarity, conciseness, coherence, together with consensus, are the four building blocks of 
the Canadian communication style. Clarity relates to word choices, coherence to the 
organization of a message, and conciseness to the amount and specificity of information. 
Consensus, relates to how trust and respect are built. Consensus is introduced in Box 2.1 
and 2.2., and will be explored in detail in Section 5. Section 4 focuses on clarity, 
coherence and conciseness.         

Why they are important 
 
Your first culture has defined how you use your first language. That communication 
style carries into your English and can limit native-speakers of English from 
understanding your message. As with we saw with Yue, in the case study, his clarity, 
coherence and conciseness were not adapted to his new workplace culture. From your 
first culture and language, you have certain ways of being clear, concise and coherent 
that do not carry over into the Canadian English workplace. This is even true for 
newcomers from other English-speaking countries.             

clarity coherence conciseness consensus 

KEY POINT - Your ability to adjust 
y o u r c l a r i t y , c o h e r e n c e a n d 
c o n c i s e n e s s w i l l b o o s t  y o u r 
credibility with colleagues. It will 
ensure you are better understood 
from the moment you start  speaking. 
These three Cs intersect with 
consensus to form the four core 
building blocks of the Canadian  
workplace communication style.            

Return on Investment 
 
The return on your time invested in adapting your clarity coherence and conciseness is in the following areas with colleagues 
and clients: 
 
• Fewer misunderstandings. Listeners will understand what you want them to do or to know at the start of speaking.  

• Less friction. With fewer misunderstandings, and better communication, there is less chance of conflict between people.  

• More respect. Your credibility depends more on the right communication skills than on having perfect English. There are 
newcomers who have less English than you but have better communication skills. This statement doesn’t mean that you 
don’t need to master English for work. But understand that your communication style is how you use the English you 
already have. It is how you choose your words. How you organize the message. How many words you use. Turn to Figure 
2.1 on the following page to understand how to be clear, coherent and concise.  

Return on Investment 
 
The return on your time invested in adapting your clarity coherence and conciseness is in the following areas with colleagues 
and clients: 
 
• Fewer misunderstandings. Listeners will understand what you want them to do or to know at the start of speaking.  

• Less friction. With fewer misunderstandings, and better communication, there is less chance of conflict between people.  

• More respect. Your credibility depends more on the right communication skills than on having perfect English. There are 
newcomers who have less English than you but have better communication skills. This statement doesn’t mean that you 
don’t need to master English for work. But understand that your communication style is how you use the English you 
already have. It is how you choose your words. How you organize the message. How many words you use. Turn to Figure 
2.1 on the following page to understand how to be clear, coherent and concise.  
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How to be clear, coherent and concise  

Although clarity, coherence and conciseness are found in every language, they are expressed differently. A concise sentence in 
one language might sound confusing in another language. At the same time, the communication style from your first language 
should not be replaced. You need to keep it because you will use it, at times, with people who come from a similar cultural and 
language background to you. 

Instead, you need to add new ways of communication. First, this means mastering the Canadian communication norms. And 
second, it requires a  good understanding of intercultural communication because the Canadian workplace is very multicultural. 
In many situations, the patterns from your first language will be effective, but where they are ineffective, you need to be able to 
choose from a wider range of communication skills. Figure 2.1 defines the key points to clarity, coherence and conciseness for 
your Canadian workplace.  
  

How to be clear, coherent and concise  

Although clarity, coherence and conciseness are found in every language, they are expressed differently. A concise sentence in 
one language might sound confusing in another language. At the same time, the communication style from your first language 
should not be replaced. You need to keep it because you will use it, at times, with people who come from a similar cultural and 
language background to you. 

Instead, you need to add new ways of communication. First, this means mastering the Canadian communication norms. And 
second, it requires a  good understanding of intercultural communication because the Canadian workplace is very multicultural. 
In many situations, the patterns from your first language will be effective, but where they are ineffective, you need to be able to 
choose from a wider range of communication skills. Figure 2.1 defines the key points to clarity, coherence and conciseness for 
your Canadian workplace.  
  

Clarity • Choose the simplest words. Big words do not impress Canadians in the business world.  
• Limit complexity when you talk about complicated topics.  

Coherence • Organize your ideas into specific points. 
• Frontload the main point. Unless it’s negative news, which you should embed towards the end. 
• Transition clearly from one point to the next.

Conciseness • Get to the point quickly. 
• Eliminate the unnecessary. 
• Be aware of the “unwritten” time limits for speaking. 

Figure 2.1 The Defining Norms for Clarity Coherence and Conciseness in the Canadian Workplace    

CULTURE BOX 2.1  Consensus in Canadian communication 

Consensus works with clarity, coherence and conciseness to form the four 
building blocks (see Figure 2.2) of the Canadian communication style in 
your workplace. In fact, skillfully building consensus is the centerpiece. 
Some define it as a strange combination of being direct and indirect at the 
same time. Sometimes it sounds like uncertainty, although others call it 
diplomacy. It requires the use of “softeners” - specific language that 
softens opinion, disagreement, requests and correction in order to build 
agreement and maintain harmony. 

To some newcomers, the way Canadians typically build consensus 
sounds insincere or uncertain. As one newcomer said,  “Canadians say 
one thing but mean something else. They say they are not sure, but then 
they give you their opinion.” However, it is not insincere; rather, it is a way 
to build agreement slowly and carefully  between people. Consensus and 
“softeners” are the centerpiece of professional workplace culture. 
Consensus and softeners are as much a part of Canadian culture as Tim 
Horton’s coffee ©.  
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one thing but mean something else. They say they are not sure, but then 
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Clarity Coherence 

Consensus works with clarity, coherence and conciseness to form the four 
building blocks (see Figure 2.2) of the Canadian communication style in 
your workplace. In fact, skillfully building consensus is the centerpiece. 
Some define it as a strange combination of being direct and indirect at the 
same time. Sometimes it sounds like uncertainty, although others call it 
diplomacy. It requires the use of “softeners” - specific language that 
softens opinion, disagreement, requests and correction in order to build 
agreement and maintain harmony. 

To some newcomers, the way Canadians typically build consensus 
sounds insincere or uncertain. As one newcomer said,  “Canadians say 
one thing but mean something else. They say they are not sure, but then 
they give you their opinion.” However, it is not insincere; rather, it is a way 
to build agreement slowly and carefully  between people. Consensus and 
“softeners” are the centerpiece of professional workplace culture. 
Consensus and softeners are as much a part of Canadian culture as Tim 
Horton’s coffee ©.  Conciseness Consensus

                                                                                                 Figure 2.2 Four Building Blocks of the Canadian Communication Style    
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Comparing Clarity, Coherence and Conciseness  

Table 2.1 below gives a more detailed comparison of clarity, coherence and conciseness. Line 1 states the questions you should 
ask yourself before communicating. Line 2 gives the answers for a Canadian communication style at work. Items in line 3 
explain the benefits of using this approach. Line 4 gives a brief explanation of why this can be a challenge for some newcomers 
from some first languages and cultures. Line 5  gives the opposite, to line two, that is often used by some newcomers at work. 
Line 6 explains the potential negative results of that alternative from line 5. 

Clarity Coherence Conciseness 

1. Key Question Which words do I use? Where do I put the main point? How much information is too much?

2. the Answer 
from Canadians

Uncomplicated word 
choices and simpler 
sentence structures.  

Frontload the main point, followed by 
logically organized points and clear 
transitions between ideas.  

Be to the point - brief but 
comprehensive.  

3. the Benefit Everyone understands 
you almost all the time. 

No one is confused about what you want 
them to know or do. 

Everyone listens to you almost all the 
time. 

4. the Challenge 
for newcomers

For some newcomers, 
this  sounds and feels 
less professional.  

Feels too soon too fast. Frontloading a 
main point sounds and feels 
disrespectful or aggressive.  

For some newcomers, a 
sophisticated communication style 
requires elaboration, repetition and 
storytelling to be persuasive and 
credible.   

5. the Opposite Jargon, academic speak The main point often goes at the end, or 
is implied. 

Wordiness 

6. the Result Some listeners are 
excluded because they 
don’t understand.  

The communication seems disorganized 
and unfocused. There is no “hook”. 
People become disinterested in listening.     

Communication seems off topic and 
irrelevant.  

Table 2.1 A Comparison of Clarity Coherence and Conciseness  

CULTURE BOX 2.2  Softeners create consensus

Building consensus in the workplace requires the use of “softeners.” 
These are specific words that soften opinion, disagreement, requests and 
feedback etc. in order to build agreement between colleagues. For 
example,  Canadian colleagues might use more suggestion than opinion - 
“We could probably extend the deadline” versus “We must extend the 
deadline.”  “Could” and “probably” soften the opinion, making it  sound 
less strong. It is not meant to weaken the opinion; rather it indirectly 
invites ideas from other team members so that consensus can be 
reached on an issue. It  is also a way of bypassing, or minimizing, tension 
and conflict. There are many more softeners, phrases such as “I could be 
wrong, but...”, “I hear what you are saying, and...” and words like 
“probably”, “perhaps” etc. Section 3 will expand more on softeners.     
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Examples of Effective and Ineffective Communication 

Table 2.2 below includes extracts from a short talk on culture by a training director to a team of managers. The “Effective” talk 
(example 1) is clear, coherent and concise for most English-speaking Canadians. The “Ineffective” talk (example 2) is 
unnecessarily complicated, and too disconnected and wordy for the listeners.   

The training director had 3 minutes at the meeting to give this talk. His aim was to make sure the managers knew why they 
needed to understand the intercultural concept of “power distance” in their work with newcomers. Read and compare the two 
talks in the table.  Take note of the highlighted parts in the “Ineffective” talk. If you turn to this section in the workbook, you can 
explore each of these with more detail. You will gain a good understanding of what it means to be clear, concise and coherent in 
your Canadian workplace.           

Clarity Coherence Conciseness 

Effective Talk
“example 1”                

Clear -
“Hierarchy is a reality in 
every workplace. In the 
intercultural field, 
hierarchy is termed power 
distance. Basically, it 
describes the power 
relationships between 
subordinates and their 
superiors.”   

Coherent -
“As a supervisor, power distance is 
important to understand because it 
greatly affects the expectations and 
behaviors of the people you 
oversee. For example, people from 
backgrounds of high power 
distances between supervisor and 
subordinate tend to feel they 
shouldn’t have ambitions beyond 
their rank. In the Canadian 
workplace, it means some 
newcomers may not show enough 
initiative on the team.”      

Concise -
Similarly, as a newcomer, understanding 
power distance is key to meeting the 
unwritten expectations in your 
organization. For example, if you are 
used to working with a high power 
distance between you and your 
supervisors, you may need to adjust your 
behavior such as speaking up more in 
meetings. Alternatively, if you are used to 
very low power distance, you may need 
to use more softeners in your speech.        

Ineffective Talk                
“example 2” 

Unnecessarily complicated 
- 
“Power distance is a 
ubiquitous workplace 
reality and is 
predominantly defined as 
the extent to which less 
powerful members of 
organizations expect and 
accept that power is 
distributed unequally.” 

Too disconnected -
“People from backgrounds of high 
power distances between 
supervisor and subordinate tend to 
feel they shouldn’t have ambitions 
beyond their rank. In the Canadian 
workplace, it means some 
newcomers may not show enough 
initiative on the team. So, power 
distance can greatly affect the 
expectations and behaviors of 
the people you oversee.”

Too wordy and off topic -
Similarly, if you are new to Canada, 
understanding power distance is key to 
meeting and following the unwritten 
expectations in your organization. 
Historically, we have seen that 
attention has not been given to 
properly preparing newcomers for the 
workplace by explaining power 
distance. I don’t want more people 
coming to Canada and not being able 
to meet expectations. If you are used to 
working with a high power distance 
between you and your supervisors, you 
may need to adjust your behavior, such 
as speaking up more in meetings. 
Alternatively, if you are used to very low 
power distance, you may need to use 
more softeners in your speech.  

Table 2.2 A Comparison of Effective and Ineffective Communication Styles for the Canadian Workplace  
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What is consensus?  

Consensus is the centerpiece to the Canadian communication style. Building consensus is 
more than the act of agreeing. It is the Canadian cultural approach to various speech acts 
such as sharing ideas and opinions, disagreeing with others, affirming others and their 
ideas, making and refusing requests, pointing out and responding to mistakes, confirming 
information and understanding, interrupting others, turn taking, raising issues and 
concerns, and using apology.   

Using speech that builds consensus is considered respectful and polite. It is the preferred 
Canadian approach for limiting or avoiding friction when interacting with other people. 
This aspect of Canadian communication can take time to master. As mentioned in Section 4, 
consensus works together with clarity, coherence and conciseness to form four key building 
blocks of the preferred communication style in the Canadian workplace. 

What are softeners?

Consensus works through communication “softeners” - specific language that softens a 
speaker’s approach in discussions i.e. makes their message easier  to receive. As a discussion 
develops, the speaker can become more assertive, using fewer softeners. Essentially, 
softeners ensure that the process of talking about something doesn’t start with strong 
categorical, definitive, unqualified positions. For example, instead of starting with strong 
certainty, discussions develop towards certainty. Even when speakers have strong opinions 
or feelings on an issue, they will start with softeners in order to sound less confrontational 
and dogmatic. Softeners can include the following:

• Words e.g. “often”, “some”, “could”, “maybe”,”perhaps”, “probably” 
• Phrases e.g. “From my experience, ...”, “So I am guessing that, ...”
• Clauses e.g. “I hear what you are saying, but...”, “I am just wondering whether ...”
• Sentences e.g. “I am not sure I agree”
• Speech acts e.g. starting with suggestion, rather than a strong opinion             

What is consensus?  

Consensus is the centerpiece to the Canadian communication style. Building consensus is 
more than the act of agreeing. It is the Canadian cultural approach to various speech acts 
such as sharing ideas and opinions, disagreeing with others, affirming others and their 
ideas, making and refusing requests, pointing out and responding to mistakes, confirming 
information and understanding, interrupting others, turn taking, raising issues and 
concerns, and using apology.   

Using speech that builds consensus is considered respectful and polite. It is the preferred 
Canadian approach for limiting or avoiding friction when interacting with other people. 
This aspect of Canadian communication can take time to master. As mentioned in Section 4, 
consensus works together with clarity, coherence and conciseness to form four key building 
blocks of the preferred communication style in the Canadian workplace. 

What are softeners?

Consensus works through communication “softeners” - specific language that softens a 
speaker’s approach in discussions i.e. makes their message easier  to receive. As a discussion 
develops, the speaker can become more assertive, using fewer softeners. Essentially, 
softeners ensure that the process of talking about something doesn’t start with strong 
categorical, definitive, unqualified positions. For example, instead of starting with strong 
certainty, discussions develop towards certainty. Even when speakers have strong opinions 
or feelings on an issue, they will start with softeners in order to sound less confrontational 
and dogmatic. Softeners can include the following:

• Words e.g. “often”, “some”, “could”, “maybe”,”perhaps”, “probably” 
• Phrases e.g. “From my experience, ...”, “So I am guessing that, ...”
• Clauses e.g. “I hear what you are saying, but...”, “I am just wondering whether ...”
• Sentences e.g. “I am not sure I agree”
• Speech acts e.g. starting with suggestion, rather than a strong opinion             

KEY POINT - Consensus relates 
to the use of communication 
“softeners”  to build agreement 
with others to get things done 
collaboratively. It is a core soft 
skill and is the centerpiece of  
the Canadian communication 
style. 

Example. Compare the following two sentences. The two speakers are both 
giving their opinions. However, Speaker A is more direct and Speaker B uses 
the consensus approach with softeners.

Speaker A  - “I am not happy with the work so far. I have two major 
concerns.”  

Speaker B  - “I like the project, but I do have a couple of suggestions that I 
think would be worth considering, and I think would add to the success of 
the project.” 
   

In the Canadian workplace, Speaker B’s word choices (softeners) invite collaboration, despite the concerns. The approach is less 
confrontational or threatening. Speaker B is saying the same thing as Speaker A, yet in a  more roundabout way. Speaker A’s more 
direct approach tends to be used only in crisis situations.     

In the Canadian workplace, Speaker B’s word choices (softeners) invite collaboration, despite the concerns. The approach is less 
confrontational or threatening. Speaker B is saying the same thing as Speaker A, yet in a  more roundabout way. Speaker A’s more 
direct approach tends to be used only in crisis situations.     

In the Canadian workplace, Speaker B’s word choices (softeners) invite collaboration, despite the concerns. The approach is less 
confrontational or threatening. Speaker B is saying the same thing as Speaker A, yet in a  more roundabout way. Speaker A’s more 
direct approach tends to be used only in crisis situations.     
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Why consensus and softeners are important

The purpose of consensus and softeners is to ensure harmony, collaboration and objectivity in human interactions at work. The 
Canadian style tries to avoid publicly discrediting a coworker, or making the person feel  uncomfortable. Nevertheless, consensus 
is not indirect communication (see page 56); rather, it is a softer, less “head-to-head” approach to human interactions.  

Many Canadians would assume that all English-speaking cultures use softeners in the same way. Yet, they don’t. Newcomers 
from the US, the UK, Australia, South Africa and other countries say they have to use more softeners to adapt to the Canadian 
communication style. Native-speakers of English from these countries usually notice the emphasis on consensus sooner than 
non-native speaker newcomers. In terms of language training, the use of softeners is considered an advanced speaking and 
writing skill. 

The Challenge. Newcomers, who were previously supervisors in more hierarchical cultures, tend to use more confrontational 
language with subordinates. Their communication style tends to be more directive (telling versus asking). The Canadian 
leadership style uses softeners and consensus to persuade, and is rarely confrontational or directive. Newcomers need to adjust 
how they communicate with subordinates, and how they expect their own supervisors to communicate with them.      

Also, some newcomers, especially those with more direct communication styles e.g. Europeans, often find using softeners 
challenging. They feel  softeners are misleading, that they make a speaker sound uncertain, and therefore untrustworthy. They 
say softeners weaken a speaker’s credibility. They believe a professional, with education and experience, should be certain of 
their facts and opinions from the start, or otherwise they should simply not say anything at all. These newcomers find it difficult 
to use softeners because they feel that they are not being authentic, or that they are not being forthright. In the worst case 
scenario they feel disingenuous or hypocritical.       

The Solution. The solution for newcomers (used to a more direct communication style) is in the following three steps: 

1. Accept. Recognize the opposite, yet equally valid, cultural values that support the two different communication styles. The 
values preference for being more direct is to be clear and avoid misunderstandings. The Canadian consensus style puts more 
value on harmony and collaboration in human interactions.    

2. Adapt. Add the opposite style to your communication repertoire; don’t replace your direct approach. Both can be used, but 
in different situations. Use the direct approach with coworkers from your first culture or similar backgrounds, and in critical 
situations in the workplace e.g. emergencies.  

3. Be mindful. Realize that when using softeners, you are not seen as misleading or disingenuous, but rather as building 
consensus. Also understand that being too direct in the wrong context will be interpreted as aggressive or dogmatic.  
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leadership style uses softeners and consensus to persuade, and is rarely confrontational or directive. Newcomers need to adjust 
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Also, some newcomers, especially those with more direct communication styles e.g. Europeans, often find using softeners 
challenging. They feel  softeners are misleading, that they make a speaker sound uncertain, and therefore untrustworthy. They 
say softeners weaken a speaker’s credibility. They believe a professional, with education and experience, should be certain of 
their facts and opinions from the start, or otherwise they should simply not say anything at all. These newcomers find it difficult 
to use softeners because they feel that they are not being authentic, or that they are not being forthright. In the worst case 
scenario they feel disingenuous or hypocritical.       

The Solution. The solution for newcomers (used to a more direct communication style) is in the following three steps: 

1. Accept. Recognize the opposite, yet equally valid, cultural values that support the two different communication styles. The 
values preference for being more direct is to be clear and avoid misunderstandings. The Canadian consensus style puts more 
value on harmony and collaboration in human interactions.    

2. Adapt. Add the opposite style to your communication repertoire; don’t replace your direct approach. Both can be used, but 
in different situations. Use the direct approach with coworkers from your first culture or similar backgrounds, and in critical 
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3. Be mindful. Realize that when using softeners, you are not seen as misleading or disingenuous, but rather as building 
consensus. Also understand that being too direct in the wrong context will be interpreted as aggressive or dogmatic.  

Return on Investment

Experience and observation suggest that with strong interpersonal skills, job 
security tends to be more stable and career opportunities more certain. 
Consensus and softeners are essential to career success in most Canadian 
workplaces. Canadians use the concept “strong interpersonal 
skills” (consensus and softeners are theoretical terms used by language 
academics). Canadians tend to put  the same high value on strong 
interpersonal skills as on good technical skills. 

More importantly, as a newcomer, you don’t want your communication to be 
misunderstood as confrontational, overly directive, aggressive or  dogmatic. 
You add consensus to your communication repertoire to gain credibility and 
rapport in a very multicultural Canadian workplace.           
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How to use softeners and build consensus
There are hundreds of “softeners”, too many to document in this resource. However, by raising your awareness, you can begin to 
hear them at work. Make a mental or written note of them in order to remember and use them effectively.  

Example of Softeners 
Read the two speech bubbles in the example below. These two examples occurred in the first few minutes of a company meeting. 
The chair of the meeting asked for input from the team. The question: whether or  not their company should participate in a 
government-funded intern program. Compare these first responses from the two different employees, John and Teri.             

                  Speaker 1 - John                          Speaker 2 - Teri  

We have to go ahead with the idea 
now, before it is too late. Phillip and I went over 

the pros and cons yesterday. It’s a good 
opportunity.

                          

My initial thoughts are that we 
should probably go ahead with the idea while 

the opportunity is available. Phillip and I went 
over the pros and cons yesterday, but I am not 

sure what everyone else thinks.

                        

Speaker 1, John, is too assertive too quickly with 
his opinion. It leaves no opening for his  team to 
contribute other viewpoints. They would have to 
match his  assertiveness, which is not the Canadian 
tendency. 

To John, his direct approach shows the team that 
he has thought the issue out and has the facts. 
However,  it often creates an awkward atmosphere 
in a meeting.  It sounds like Phillip and John had 
already made the decision without consulting with 
the rest of their team. 

Speaker 2, Teri, uses  suggestion, which opens 
opportunity for others to contribute. She doesn’t 
want to position herself as the only expert;  instead, 
she wants  expertise and decision-making power to 
come through the team, by contribution, 
collaboration and consensus. 

In addition,  if her idea is  wrong, a suggestion won’t 
make her feel as  awkward as a strong opinion. By 
starting off sounding less assertive or less certain, 
she can modify her opinion as  new information 
comes up in the meeting. Softeners enable 
speakers to keep their credibility by arriving at 
solutions and decisions as a team.
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Unwritten Rule #4     Ask when you don’t understandUnwritten Rule #4     Ask when you don’t understand

Always ask when you don’t know something or don’t understand the 
English words. You won’t “lose face.” Ask for clarification whenever you are 
not sure. The only stupid question is the question you don’t ask. Actually, the 
only stupid question is the one you keep asking. Use a notebook to write 
down what you need to remember. Don’t nod, laugh or shake your head if 
someone asks if you understood. Don’t use body language or eyes to suggest 
you didn’t understand. It won’t work. You need to ask with your voice. Use 
the following guidelines for getting clarification:

1. Tell the person what you did understand, using their words. 
2. Ask the person to explain again what you didn’t understand. 
3. Ask the person to use simpler language, if it was too difficult. 
4. Ask the person to speak slowly and clearly, if you still don’t understand.
5. Repeat it back to the person to check accuracy. 
6. Write it down if you need to.
7. Thank the person for their patience.    

Unwritten Rule #5 Bring up problems and mistakes a.s.a.p.      

If you make a mistake with serious effects on a project or on your deliverables, you need to bring up the problem, as soon as 
possible, to your supervisor or team. Don’t try to fix it by yourself, especially if you believe it is beyond your control. Don’t try to 
hide it either. Instead, bring it up with your team or supervisor. You will “lose face” (lose credibility/respect in front of others) if 
you ignore, hide or deny it, or blame someone else.   

Mistakes can usually be forgiven, if they are dealt with as soon as possible, and not repeated. A smart company doesn’t fire an 
employee for making mistakes, if the employee catches the mistakes early, and deals with the mistakes properly. Most 
importantly, the specific employee must show that he or she has learnt from from the mistakes, so that the mistake is not made 
again. However, credibility is lost when the person keeps making the same mistake, or refuses to admit to a mistake. You don’t 
“lose face” for making a mistake. You do “lose face” when you make the mistake again, if you deny it, or blame someone else, or 
don’t catch the mistake in time. 

In the Canadian workplace, a mistake is usually seen as a valuable learning experience. Everyone makes mistakes, but smart 
people deal with them quickly and avoid making the same mistake again. Companies invest a lot of resources in hiring new 
employees, from advertising the position to training them for the job. You are too valuable as an employee to lose your job from a 
mistake, but you need to learn from your mistakes, avoid making them again, and bring them up to the right person as soon as 
possible.       
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Unwritten Rule #6 Learn from your mistakes     

Don’t  fight mistakes. Admit them, move on, and avoid them next time. Being able to admit errors and learn from them builds 
your credibility. 

Double-check your work to avoid careless mistakes. A big but unintentional mistake can be forgiven, if it is used as an 
opportunity to learn. But don’t make the same mistake again. On the other hand, careless mistakes, especially the ones you 
repeat, or worse yet, you try to defend, will undermine your credibility (respect and trust) with coworkers. 

This doesn’t mean that you say “yeah, you’re right” to everything and anyone. Instead, choose your battles carefully. You have 
to decide whether you want to be right every time, or happy as well.  In some workplace cultures, and with some people,  having 
a stubborn opinion each time is essential to career success. Not so here in Canada. In the Canadian professional workplace, 
trying to be right every time gives the impression to coworkers that you are difficult to work with. It will isolate you. You need to 
give a little flexibility to get a little flexibility. 

Building credibility in the Canadian workplace has it’s unique set of rules.  Always defending your strong opinion is not one of 
them, especially if there is more than one way of doing something. If it’s not your responsibility to make a decision, be clear in 
your opinion, but don’t force it.  If it is  your decision, learn how to build consensus with your team, to be clear, concise and 
coherent instead. These build your credibility.

Unwritten Rule #7     Point out mistakes with “softeners”.      

When you make a mistake at work, admit it. Don’t argue the point. Admit personal error, learn 
from it, and avoid repeating the same mistake. You will gain respect from your team. Take note 
of how Canadian colleagues point out your mistakes. They will likely use “softeners.” Take note 
of the words the person chooses, body language, facial expression and voice. They are all 
important. It might be different to the approach in your first language and culture. If someone 
else makes an error, use the approach that is the norm in your Canadian workplace to point out 
the mistake. The approach will be mostly the same towards subordinates, peers and seniors. If 
your supervisor makes a critical mistake, you should speak up. The approach in your Canadian 
workplace will likely include some or all of the following: 

• Don’t accuse. Begin by giving the person the benefit of the doubt i.e. something unexpected or 
outside their control may have contributed to the error, such as another person. In this way, 
you start with the right emotions, without accusation in your voice, expressions or body 
language.           

• Find what is correct first. Affirm what is correct before questioning the certainty of facts or 
implying there are errors.

• Be flexible. Allow for explanations, new facts or alternative approaches that you are unaware 
of.   

• Suggest, don’t tell. Suggest specific changes or alternatives. Use “softeners.”  
• Know the Canadian perspective - mistakes are lessons to learn. Understand it is human to 

error, as long as the person learns and avoids the mistake next time.
• Set a reasonable deadline. Give a specific time frame to correct the error, but also give the 

person reasonable amount of time. 
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What does it mean to be prepared? 

To arrive prepared for a meeting means preparing to speak before you get there. This 
includes having a rough outline of what you need to say, as well as bringing a notebook 
and pen, any visuals that will make understanding easier, and the agenda with any 
materials you need to print. All  of this could be saved on your laptop. But above all, you 
need to be ready to speak. Your ideas need to be organized in your head and preferably 
put into a digital or ink form before you go. This requires a rough outline of bulleted 
points and key words, concepts and notes, not a  pre-written speech. The outline must 
enable you to be clear, coherent and concise. In this section, we will explore the 3-30-3 
Model to help you build  highly-focused outlines quickly.                 

Why it’s important 

Even if you are fluent in English, it is easier to speak persuasively, and in plain language, 
when you have “mapped out” your message on paper. The ability to sequence your 
ideas, to be less wordy and to stay on topic are much easier with a rough outline. Then 
you will be free to focus on other aspects of your English, such as clearer  pronunciation 
or the right body language. You need to be prepped whether you are in a one-on-one 
meeting, just giving a quick update at a team meeting, or doing a formal presentation to 
a group.                 

What does it mean to be prepared? 

To arrive prepared for a meeting means preparing to speak before you get there. This 
includes having a rough outline of what you need to say, as well as bringing a notebook 
and pen, any visuals that will make understanding easier, and the agenda with any 
materials you need to print. All  of this could be saved on your laptop. But above all, you 
need to be ready to speak. Your ideas need to be organized in your head and preferably 
put into a digital or ink form before you go. This requires a rough outline of bulleted 
points and key words, concepts and notes, not a  pre-written speech. The outline must 
enable you to be clear, coherent and concise. In this section, we will explore the 3-30-3 
Model to help you build  highly-focused outlines quickly.                 

Why it’s important 

Even if you are fluent in English, it is easier to speak persuasively, and in plain language, 
when you have “mapped out” your message on paper. The ability to sequence your 
ideas, to be less wordy and to stay on topic are much easier with a rough outline. Then 
you will be free to focus on other aspects of your English, such as clearer  pronunciation 
or the right body language. You need to be prepped whether you are in a one-on-one 
meeting, just giving a quick update at a team meeting, or doing a formal presentation to 
a group.                 

KEY POINT - Put your ideas into an 
outline on paper before you speak so 
that  your ideas are in order and easy 
to find. Then you can focus on other 
aspects of your English. Your 
communication will be clearer, more 
coherent and concise,  and easier to 
understand.   

Return on Investment

Prepping an outline of what you need to say will result in a more stress-free talk. You will  sound much more clear, concise and 
coherent. You will appear more confident with colleagues and clients. All this equals more credibility.    

Return on Investment

Prepping an outline of what you need to say will result in a more stress-free talk. You will  sound much more clear, concise and 
coherent. You will appear more confident with colleagues and clients. All this equals more credibility.    

Return on Investment

Prepping an outline of what you need to say will result in a more stress-free talk. You will  sound much more clear, concise and 
coherent. You will appear more confident with colleagues and clients. All this equals more credibility.    

How to be prepped

In your notebook, draft an outline of what you should say first, what can be left out, 
and how you should sequence the information.The 3-30-3 Model can help you do this 
quickly. It can be found in Table 2.3 on the following page.   
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The 3-30-3 Model is an easy-to-use way of drafting a fast outline. The 3-30-3 uses three questions to create your rough outline:    

• If I had only 3 seconds to speak, what would I say? 
• If I had another 30 seconds, what points best support that main point? 
• If I had an extra 3 minutes, how would I expand each point?
Your answers will be the focus of what your audience needs to know and/or do. On the next page, we will  put this model into a 
chart.                     

The 3-30-3 Model   The 3-30-3 Model   The 3-30-3 Model   

- 3 -  
If I had only 3 seconds to speak, 
what would I say?

- 30 - 
If I had another 30 seconds, what 
points best support that main 
point?

- 3 - 
If I had an extra 3 minutes, how would 
I expand each point?

Main Point
The answer becomes the main point of  
your talk. This question, under such 
short time, focuses everything to the 
core message. You could also ask it 
this way: What does my audience 
need to know and/or do, once the talk 
is over?  It identifies your purpose for 
speaking   

clear.

Supporting Points
These answers give the supporting 
points to your main point. If you break it  
down to 3 points, you imagine that you 
only have 10 seconds to state each 
point. Clearly ordered supporting points 
make your talk more connected and 
easier to follow.    

coherent.

Body
This is the “how”. This question helps set 
out the body of your talk. Imagine that you 
have 60 seconds to expand on each of 
your 3 supporting points. During a meeting,  
you would naturally extend or limit your 
talking time, and fill the content with useful 
examples, visuals, demonstrations etc. By 
limiting your time in the planning stage, you 
can eliminate unnecessary details, which 
then makes your talk sound much “tighter”.

concise.      

Table 2.3 The 3-30-3 Model for Effective Communication  

Even if you are unexpectedly asked to speak at a meeting, you can scribble down answers to the three questions to form a quick 
outline of what to say. If the issue or topic requires you to think a little more, you could ask the chair  of the meeting for a few 
minutes to order your thoughts onto paper before you speak. The 3-30-3 Model creates an outline to “hang” all  of your information 
on. Take a look at the explanations that are beneath each question in Table 2.6 below. 
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Unwritten Rule #8    Act on the unspoken meeting rules      Unwritten Rule #8    Act on the unspoken meeting rules      

In a meeting in your Canadian workplace, certain expectations are not written down, but you should act upon: In a meeting in your Canadian workplace, certain expectations are not written down, but you should act upon: 

• Arrive a couple of minutes early, not late. 
• Always ask when you do not understand. 
• Speak up if you disagree or have a concern - ask whether now 

or later is a good time to raise an issue.   
• Use the turn-taking and interrupting habits of your 

workplace.   
• Use only English, even with your same-language coworkers.  
• Participate positively with your body language. 
• Contribute updates, ideas, comments, questions etc. 
• Take notes on what you must remember. 
• Don’t talk beyond the acceptable time limit. Take note of your 

team/workplace’s “unwritten” rules on how long to talk. 
• Be solution-oriented in your contributions. Don’t be negative. 

Don’t complain or gossip. 
• Be objective, but optimistic and positive whenever possible.   
• Be clear, coherent and concise. 
• Use softeners. 
• Always seek to build consensus. 

CULTURE BOX 2.3   The blind spot - “just be professional”  

Cultural intelligence is not always identified as an immediate skill need. For some, it 
is a blind spot - something a person can’t see, although it’s there and it’s real. 
Sometimes,  it is easier to think the following: “If everyone just acts professionally, 
everything will be okay.” Unfortunately, this doesn’t work because the practice of 
“being professional” is a culturally-defined norm. It is not universally the same. 

Although there are many similarities across workplace cultures,  there are also 
significant  differences.  Clothes are a simple example - should managers have to 
wear suits? What about eye contact or touch? What about hygiene - is the public 
washroom a place to clean yourself or a place to keep clean? These examples are 
more basic compared with norms like personal disclosure i.e. how much of our 
personal lives we share with others at work. The Canadian workplace draws a clear 
line between private and work lives. Your Canadian workplace has distinct cultural 
norms that should be understood and acted on to ensure career success. Being 
professional in your Canadian workplace might have some differences to your 
previous experiences, but they are not so difficult to act  on once you are aware of 
them.    
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Example
In the previous two examples from Section 1 (on an effective talk and an ineffective talk), the 
training director had three minutes to give a quick talk at a meeting to a team of managers. In the 
follow-up example below, the training director needs to persuade the managers to attend an 
intercultural workshop designed specifically for them. 

In Figure 2.3 below, the middle column gives you an idea of what a  quick outline on paper could 
look like. Then, in the right-hand column, that talk is written out as it might sound “live”, using 
the outline, or 3-30-3 Model. 

Question Quick Outline The Talk 

If I had only 3 seconds to 
speak, what would I say? 

Main Point - To invite them to a 
workshop. Say it’s designed for 
them.   

“I would like to invite all of you to participate in the 
intercultural workshop. Especially since it has been 
tailored to managers.”  

If I had another 30 seconds, 
what points best support that 
main point? 

Supporting Points -
They should attend because.... 
1)our 70-30 employee ratio
2) the focus on power distance

“There are a couple of  specific reasons you would benefit 
from attending. First, as you know, our organization has a 
70-30 ration of newcomers to Canadian-born employees. 
And second, the workshop will focus on hierarchy, or 
power distance, because it is one of the key learnings for 
helping newcomers achieve their best on your teams.”     

If I had an extra 3 minutes, 
how would I expand each 
point?

Expand 
1)70-30: tie it to HR’s initiative, 

to the advisory, to 
volunteering. 

2) expectations, behaviors - 
give the example of ambition 
and initiative.         

“As I said, our company now has a 70-30 ratio. We have 
15 nations represented on teams. That being said, the 
human resources department has initiated an intercultural 
advisory committee. It will meet bi-weekly to plan 
activities that maximize our company diversity. They will 
also be there to help you  resolve any challenges on your 
teams due to cultural differences. The workshop will 
better equip you to volunteer on that committee if the 
opportunity arises.” 

“But more importantly, I said the training will focus on 
power distance.  As a supervisor, power distance is 
important to understand because it greatly affects the 
expectations and behaviors of the people you oversee. For 
example, people from backgrounds of high power 
distances between supervisor and subordinate tend to feel 
they shouldn’t have ambitions beyond their rank. In the 
Canadian workplace, it means some newcomers may not 
show enough initiative on the team.” 

“I will send out an email invite by tomorrow before lunch, 
and if you would like to attend, just respond by Friday.”  

If I had an extra 3 minutes, 
how would I expand each 
point?

Email - tomorrow by lunch
RSVp - by Friday, the 18th 

“As I said, our company now has a 70-30 ratio. We have 
15 nations represented on teams. That being said, the 
human resources department has initiated an intercultural 
advisory committee. It will meet bi-weekly to plan 
activities that maximize our company diversity. They will 
also be there to help you  resolve any challenges on your 
teams due to cultural differences. The workshop will 
better equip you to volunteer on that committee if the 
opportunity arises.” 

“But more importantly, I said the training will focus on 
power distance.  As a supervisor, power distance is 
important to understand because it greatly affects the 
expectations and behaviors of the people you oversee. For 
example, people from backgrounds of high power 
distances between supervisor and subordinate tend to feel 
they shouldn’t have ambitions beyond their rank. In the 
Canadian workplace, it means some newcomers may not 
show enough initiative on the team.” 

“I will send out an email invite by tomorrow before lunch, 
and if you would like to attend, just respond by Friday.”  

Figure 2.3 Example of an Outline using the 3-30-3 Model 
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Exploring Body Language 

Body language, or non-verbal communication, is an important part of communication. Your body language helps you to speak 
your thoughts, just like words do. Therefore, meetings at work have non-verbal communication norms. Read through the six tips 
listed in Figure 2.4. They are suggestions to raise your awareness of non-verbal communication at work. You need to observe 
these norms as they occur in your own workplace. Then adapt as you see necessary.      

Non-verbal Communication   Tips >Non-verbal Communication   Tips >Non-verbal Communication   Tips >Non-verbal Communication   Tips >
    

Eyes
Make regular, short eye contact around the table 
when you talk to the group. Avoid staring at just 
one person. If it is a one-on-one conversation, 
make short regular eye contact as well. Avoid 
staring down. Short regular eye contact (2-3 sec) 
establishes trust.   

Expression
Keep an open and friendly facial expression. 
Avoid frowning or looking too serious, unless the 
meeting tone is serious. Your colleagues want to 
know through your expression that you are open 
to them, not closed off, grumpy or aloof. Watch 
the expressions of colleagues to figure out the 
tone.   
   

Gesture 
Use arms and hands a little to strengthen and 
support your words and ideas. Don’t point at 
people with your finger. Avoid very low gestures 
which are too passive. Low gesture refers to very 
little use of your hands, arms and body in 
communicating. Avoid very high gestures that are 
distracting. High gesture means using your 
hands, arms and body a lot in communicating.    

Body Posture 
Sit so that you always look attentive. Avoid 
folding your arms and leaning back for too long. 
Lean into the meeting more so that you look like 
you are listening and participating. It shows that 
you are interested and understand the 
discussion.      

Dress
Each company has unwritten rules for how to 
dress at work. How formal or informal will depend 
on the company culture, the kind of work and 
your interaction with the public e.g. clients. 
Observe how your colleagues dress, if you are 
unsure. Also, take note of items like sock color, 
shoes, belts, make up, jewelry etc., which may 
seem insignificant, but can count towards your 
overall professional appearance.   
   

Hand-held Devices 
Put your cell phone on vibrate or turn to silent 
mode before the meeting. Put web devices 
away. Avoid texting or checking your phone 
during a meeting. If you are expecting an 
important message, let the chair of the meeting 
know beforehand. Sit near the door to slip out 
quietly. It is often considered rude to have a 
hand-held devices that interrupts a meeting.   

Figure 2.4 Non-verbal Communication in Meetings 
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Unwritten Rule #9     Speak up      

“It’s  a good idea to talk with coworkers during breaks about 
these concepts of speaking up, contributing and participating. 
They will have practical tips for you as well” 

You are employed to speak up when you know, from your 
expertise and experience, that a decision is incorrect. You need 
to speak up when you disagree with ideas, opinions and 
courses of action. 

You might originate from a workplace culture where 
subordinates usually don’t disagree openly with leaders. In 
the Canadian workplace, you are required to speak up. If a 
mistake is made because you didn’t speak up, you will be 
considered part of the problem. At the same time, speaking up 
requires the correct softeners. You may need to gain specific 
English and/or communication skills to speak up respectfully. 
See the section on “power” in Principle 3.  

Some newcomers have faced career challenges because they 
didn’t speak up. Decisions were made that cost their 
employers time and money, when they should have spoken 
up, sharing their expertise. At the same time, other newcomers 
have spoken up with too much assertiveness. To know how to 
speak up and use softeners, see Section 3 on consensus.       

“It’s  a good idea to talk with coworkers during breaks about 
these concepts of speaking up, contributing and participating. 
They will have practical tips for you as well” 

Unwritten Rule #10     Contribute      Unwritten Rule #11    Participate      

At most most team meetings, you are probably expected to 
contribute. It is rare that you should leave a team meeting 
without saying something e.g. an update, idea, opinion etc. 

The norms for sharing might be different from your first 
workplace culture. Larger inter-team meetings might be 
different from smaller team meetings, and various team 
leaders could have different ways of chairing a team meeting. 
However, at team meetings, your colleagues probably need 
your ideas, opinions and updates. If most other team 
members are contributing, then you probably have something 
you should contribute, even if it’s just to say “Everything is 
going well.”   

Take notice of the unwritten rules for meetings. Do people 
wait to be asked or do they just take turns randomly?  Can you 
interrupt others, and how do you interject? How long is too 
long to talk?  What are the topics? How do people discuss 
negative news or criticize? At the very least, ask good 
questions for  anything you are uncertain about. Give brief 
updates on your project work, even if it is just to explain that 
everything is on track and on time. Observe and listen to your 
colleagues.      

Opportunities will open up for you to participate in workplace 
activities that are beyond your daily work duties e.g. 
volunteering in a fundraising campaign such as the United 
Way. You should take advantage of these opportunities to be 
more involved in your company. It is a great way to get to 
know more colleagues.   

Choose opportunities that fit you the best. Participation could 
be a variety of different possibilities. It might be attending a 
company social event. Perhaps your work team has a BBQ. It 
might mean being part of a hockey “pool” during hockey 
season. Go with your colleagues to a hockey game. If you get 
invited for coffee at work, go - even if you drink tea. Don’t 
stay on the outside at work. Get involved with events and 
people. 

When you participate, other people get to know you as 
someone who wants to help out and belong. You meet more 
people and expand your friendships and acquaintances at 
work. People know your name, not just your face. You build a 
presence in the company. You develop trust with colleagues. In 
fact, some of your best career conversations might happen 
with colleagues outside of working hours. Participate where 
you feel you fit best.     
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Become really good at working with difference 

PART 3
Principle 3

Become really good at working with difference 

Difference is not only cultural but also in 
personality types. Principle 3 explains the 
importance of ident i fy ing and managing 
differences, not  minimizing them. It explores basic 
cultural concepts such as body language and time. 
Intercultural communication will be explored as the 
crucial link in a multicultural workplace. It also 
takes an in-depth look at the role of power and 
hierarchy, and how they affect workplace 
expectations.  It also introduces tools to understand 
personality types. Attention is also given to more 
sensitive topics such as touch, religion, politics 
and washroom etiquette. 

Contents 

Integration in process - A Case Study with Sam
Section 7 - Identify the cultural differences. Build on the similarities.

‣ Unwritten Rule #12 Find the mainstream workplace culture
‣ Unwritten Rule #13 Stay on your organization’s clock 
‣ Culture Box 3.1  Four career “musts”
‣ Culture Box 3.2  Gesture touch and space 

Section 8 - Intercultural communication - the crucial link. 

‣ Unwritten Rule #14 Understand power 
‣ Culture Box 3.3 Silence and noise 
‣ Culture Box 3.4 Saving face

Section 9 - Know other types. 

‣ Unwritten Rule #15 Integrate - don’t isolate
‣ Culture Box 3.5 Personal grooming and other really sensitive 

topics no one will talk about

Section 10 - Understand power.

‣ Unwritten Rule #16 Avoid knee-jerk reactions
‣ Unwritten Rule #17 Master English, even once you’re employed
‣ Culture Box 3.6. The elements of credibility
‣ Culture Box 3.7  Eye contact
‣ Culture Box 3.8  Gift giving  
‣ Culture Box 3.9  Initiative 
‣ Culture Box 3.8  Touch 
‣ Culture Box 3.10  Religion. Politics. Money
‣ Culture Box 3.11  Washrooms and other sensibilities
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CASE STUDY
Integration in process

Sam  
Sam came to Canada from South Asia 
to study for his Masters degree. He 
decided to stay in Canada and was 
hired as a junior project  manager.  Within 
a year, he had received his professional 
designation and was moved into a more 
senior project management role with 
more responsibility. His two main 
priorities were keeping projects on time 
and the clients happy. 

Too Soft
Sam soon ran up against a wall.  He was 
too soft with people not meeting 
deadlines.  It  was costing clients money. 
But Sam was not sure how to be more 
assertive. He asked his supervisor. The 
first option was a time management 
course. Sam attended a scheduling 
workshop,  and finished a project 
management  certificate. It worked. Sam 
suspected part of the problem was his 
own internal clock - the one he grew up 
with in his first culture. Sam wanted to 
know more about this,  so he joined an 
English and intercultural training course 
offered through a local community 
college on Wednesday evenings at the 
company.  His English was excellent  but 
he suspected he would learn something 
he could find nowhere else. 

Task vs Relational Focus
The sacrifice of Wednesday evenings 
was worth it. Sam learned everything he 
needed. He learnt about different 
cultural orientations to time. He had 
grown up with a cultural background 
where human relations came before 
time and deadlines. The Canadian 
workplace was more task-focused. This 
insight gave Sam the peace of mind to 
become more assertive on time issues.                

In fact, he became good at working with 
both approaches to time, helping other 
newcomers on the team to adjust. 

Power in “Softeners”
Although Sam was fluent in English, he 
didn’t use it the way Canadians did to 
resolve performance issues with the 
p e o p l e h e s u p e r v i s e d . I n t h e 
workshops,  Sam learned how to use 
“softeners” - more assertive word 
choices versus aggressive. Sam  learnt 
the English phrases and words to work 
closely  with Canadian colleagues, to set 
deadlines,  and to follow up with them 
sooner to ensure they were going to 
meet those deadlines. 

Hierarchy
Sam knew that the line “I am the 
supervisor so l isten to me” was 
ineffective in the Canada workplace. 
Although it had worked in his first 
workplace culture, he learnt Canadians 
c h o s e t o s u p e r v i s e t e a m s b y 
empowering them, not by using their 
supervisor titles. He learnt in the 
workshops that cultures view hierarchy 
differently.  In the Canadian workplace, 
there is less “power distance” between 
s u p e r v i s o r s a n d t h e i r t e a m s . 
Supervisors use suggestion and 
affirmation to get things done. They tend 
to use their title as the last choice of 
power. He also learnt to adjust his 
communication to more stronger 
assertiveness when working with other 
newcomers who were still expecting a 
much tougher supervisor. Sam would 
share his experiences with them. He 
mentored them to work with a less 
hierarchical leadership style. Sam was 
developing intercultural intelligence.         

Sam  
Sam came to Canada from South Asia 
to study for his Masters degree. He 
decided to stay in Canada and was 
hired as a junior project  manager.  Within 
a year, he had received his professional 
designation and was moved into a more 
senior project management role with 
more responsibility. His two main 
priorities were keeping projects on time 
and the clients happy. 

Too Soft
Sam soon ran up against a wall.  He was 
too soft with people not meeting 
deadlines.  It  was costing clients money. 
But Sam was not sure how to be more 
assertive. He asked his supervisor. The 
first option was a time management 
course. Sam attended a scheduling 
workshop,  and finished a project 
management  certificate. It worked. Sam 
suspected part of the problem was his 
own internal clock - the one he grew up 
with in his first culture. Sam wanted to 
know more about this,  so he joined an 
English and intercultural training course 
offered through a local community 
college on Wednesday evenings at the 
company.  His English was excellent  but 
he suspected he would learn something 
he could find nowhere else. 

Task vs Relational Focus
The sacrifice of Wednesday evenings 
was worth it. Sam learned everything he 
needed. He learnt about different 
cultural orientations to time. He had 
grown up with a cultural background 
where human relations came before 
time and deadlines. The Canadian 
workplace was more task-focused. This 
insight gave Sam the peace of mind to 
become more assertive on time issues.                

In fact, he became good at working with 
both approaches to time, helping other 
newcomers on the team to adjust. 

Power in “Softeners”
Although Sam was fluent in English, he 
didn’t use it the way Canadians did to 
resolve performance issues with the 
p e o p l e h e s u p e r v i s e d . I n t h e 
workshops,  Sam learned how to use 
“softeners” - more assertive word 
choices versus aggressive. Sam  learnt 
the English phrases and words to work 
closely  with Canadian colleagues, to set 
deadlines,  and to follow up with them 
sooner to ensure they were going to 
meet those deadlines. 

Hierarchy
Sam knew that the line “I am the 
supervisor so l isten to me” was 
ineffective in the Canada workplace. 
Although it had worked in his first 
workplace culture, he learnt Canadians 
c h o s e t o s u p e r v i s e t e a m s b y 
empowering them, not by using their 
supervisor titles. He learnt in the 
workshops that cultures view hierarchy 
differently.  In the Canadian workplace, 
there is less “power distance” between 
s u p e r v i s o r s a n d t h e i r t e a m s . 
Supervisors use suggestion and 
affirmation to get things done. They tend 
to use their title as the last choice of 
power. He also learnt to adjust his 
communication to more stronger 
assertiveness when working with other 
newcomers who were still expecting a 
much tougher supervisor. Sam would 
share his experiences with them. He 
mentored them to work with a less 
hierarchical leadership style. Sam was 
developing intercultural intelligence.         

Source of Power
A year later, in a meeting with his own 
supervisor, Sam said “I know my 
professional designation,  job title, 
position or status are not the main source 
of my credibility.”  He had realized his 
influence in the Canadian workplace 
came f rom the r ight words and 
consistent  work habits.  “I  have learnt to 
humbly listen to clients and other non-
technical experts, and to value their 
contributions. I  don’t have to have all the 
solutions.” 

Sam also realized people step into 
leadership roles, not necessari ly 
because of  strong technical skills or even 
age,  but because they have good people 
skills. Good Canadian-style people skills.      
He recognized anyone can succeed if 
their people skills  are good. That doesn’t 
mean being soft with colleagues. It 
means using “softeners.” Sam also has 
another valuable skill set: intercultural 
intelligence, which will continue to be an 
advantage for him in the workplace.  
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What is culture? 

Culture is best defined as norms, or tendencies. Norms are the behaviors we expect from a 
particular group of people. Culture is more than ethnic food, traditional costumes or 
languages, which are visible. Culture includes an invisible dimension as well, such as 
body language and other non-vernal behaviors. It also includes all the building blocks of 
culture that were explored in the previous section on intercultural communication.    

When Canadians are working in another country, such as China or India, they can expect 
to experience certain behaviors and values that are distinctly Chinese or Indian. These are 
different to the Canadian workplace e.g. how hierarchy works, or how power is 
distributed between employees. At the same time, there are values that are universal, such 
as the human need to belong to community. However, don’t overemphasize similarities, or 
minimize differences. Even American or British newcomers, whose cultures are closer to 
Canada’s, soon realize there are cultural differences. Even though the Americans and 
British speak the same language as most Canadians, there is cultural distance that needs to 
be identified and closed.              

What is culture? 

Culture is best defined as norms, or tendencies. Norms are the behaviors we expect from a 
particular group of people. Culture is more than ethnic food, traditional costumes or 
languages, which are visible. Culture includes an invisible dimension as well, such as 
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culture that were explored in the previous section on intercultural communication.    

When Canadians are working in another country, such as China or India, they can expect 
to experience certain behaviors and values that are distinctly Chinese or Indian. These are 
different to the Canadian workplace e.g. how hierarchy works, or how power is 
distributed between employees. At the same time, there are values that are universal, such 
as the human need to belong to community. However, don’t overemphasize similarities, or 
minimize differences. Even American or British newcomers, whose cultures are closer to 
Canada’s, soon realize there are cultural differences. Even though the Americans and 
British speak the same language as most Canadians, there is cultural distance that needs to 
be identified and closed.              

KEY POINT - Cultural intelligence 
is a career “must” for everyone in a 
multicultural workforce. As a 
newcomer, it is  one of  four career 
“musts”.             

Why cultural intelligence is important.  

Developing cultural intelligence is important because: 

1. Canadian workplace culture is not the same as your first workplace culture. 
Canada has a unique professional workplace culture. You bring certain norms 
with you from your first workplace culture, your country of origin. These 
norms, such as your communication style, could limit your career 
opportunities. For example, if your communication style is more direct, it 
could limit your opportunities for leadership positions in a Canadian 
company. Subordinates would complain if your communication is too direct. 
You would need to learn how to use “softeners.”     

2. Cultural intelligence will equip you to adapt. The more you learn about 
another culture, the more your awareness is raised. You will begin to see 
differences where your were previously blind to them. You will be able to 
adapt your behavior and thinking so that they are more in harmony with 
norms in your workplace. Similarly, a Canadian, coming to work in your first 
culture, would need to adapt their norms in order to succeed in your first 
culture. By reading through this desk-reference, you are raising your 
awareness of culture so that you can easily identify those new norms in your 
Canadian workplace, and adapt to them.   

One of the founders of Honda Motor Company once said Japanese and 
American management styles were 95 percent identical, but differed in all the 
important aspects. It is not hard to apply this idea to a newcomer’s integration 
experience by saying the Canadian workplace norms and those in other  cultures are  95 
percent the same but differ in all  the important things. All the readings, boxes and 
unwritten rules in this desk reference explore this all-important 5 percent 
difference. 

CULTURE BOX 3.1  Four career “musts” CULTURE BOX 3.1  Four career “musts” Why cultural intelligence is important.  

Developing cultural intelligence is important because: 

1. Canadian workplace culture is not the same as your first workplace culture. 
Canada has a unique professional workplace culture. You bring certain norms 
with you from your first workplace culture, your country of origin. These 
norms, such as your communication style, could limit your career 
opportunities. For example, if your communication style is more direct, it 
could limit your opportunities for leadership positions in a Canadian 
company. Subordinates would complain if your communication is too direct. 
You would need to learn how to use “softeners.”     

2. Cultural intelligence will equip you to adapt. The more you learn about 
another culture, the more your awareness is raised. You will begin to see 
differences where your were previously blind to them. You will be able to 
adapt your behavior and thinking so that they are more in harmony with 
norms in your workplace. Similarly, a Canadian, coming to work in your first 
culture, would need to adapt their norms in order to succeed in your first 
culture. By reading through this desk-reference, you are raising your 
awareness of culture so that you can easily identify those new norms in your 
Canadian workplace, and adapt to them.   

One of the founders of Honda Motor Company once said Japanese and 
American management styles were 95 percent identical, but differed in all the 
important aspects. It is not hard to apply this idea to a newcomer’s integration 
experience by saying the Canadian workplace norms and those in other  cultures are  95 
percent the same but differ in all  the important things. All the readings, boxes and 
unwritten rules in this desk reference explore this all-important 5 percent 
difference. 

As a newcomer,  you are a very valuable part 
of Canada’s changing workforce. You also 
have a very unique set  of career needs. You 
must: 

1.Master workplace English. 
2.Get really good at working with cultural 

differences. 
3.Enhance your communications skills. Be 

clear, concise and coherent. Learn how to 
use softeners that build consensus. 

4.Keep your technical skills up to date. 

Don’t  aim for perfection or to be better than 
other people. Instead, always be better than 
you were yesterday. Be active in finding 
your own learning solutions. Don’t  simply 
wait for a teacher. Be as self-directed as 
possible. Get into a good mentoring 
program if your organization offers this. Take 
training when its offered.  Set your goals. 
Make sure your goals are specific. Use your 
time well. And above all, stay open to 
change.  As a newcomer, you need to be a 
life-long learner.              

As a newcomer,  you are a very valuable part 
of Canada’s changing workforce. You also 
have a very unique set  of career needs. You 
must: 

1.Master workplace English. 
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3.Enhance your communications skills. Be 

clear, concise and coherent. Learn how to 
use softeners that build consensus. 

4.Keep your technical skills up to date. 

Don’t  aim for perfection or to be better than 
other people. Instead, always be better than 
you were yesterday. Be active in finding 
your own learning solutions. Don’t  simply 
wait for a teacher. Be as self-directed as 
possible. Get into a good mentoring 
program if your organization offers this. Take 
training when its offered.  Set your goals. 
Make sure your goals are specific. Use your 
time well. And above all, stay open to 
change.  As a newcomer, you need to be a 
life-long learner.              
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Cultural norms are a departure point.  

The knowledge in this desk reference is a departure point, not a blueprint to working in Canada. A departure point is an 
intellectual  place to start understanding culture. A blueprint is an intellectual  framework that works all the time. Cultural norms 
are neither fixed nor true all the time. They can change from one context to another. For example, we can suggest that Canadians 
value being clear, concise and coherent; yet this is not true of all Canadians all the time. Therefore, when learning about culture, 
we speak in terms of observable tendencies in Canadians, or Russians or the Chinese etc.       

Culture is only one part of a person’s identity. When dealing with differences, you need to consider wider diversity such as 
personality types, gender, language, province and community etc. Over-emphasizing culture could lead to stereotyping - an 
oversimplified image of a  particular group of people, which is often negative and incorrect. At the same time the readings, boxes 
and unwritten rules in this desk reference are good observations. They were chosen because they were helpful to many 
newcomers across multiple organizations. Getting really good at working with cultural difference is important for you because:

1. The professional Canadian workplace has certain cultural norms that are reasonably easy to recognize and practice.
2. You are a newcomer - you were not here from the beginning to know those norms.   
3. The workplace is multicultural - you work with other newcomers which adds another level of cultural complexity. 
4. Research and experience show that many newcomers don’t start their Canadian careers with enough cultural awareness.  
5. Practicing cultural intelligence will make your work-life less stressful and more rewarding. 

Culture is a  powerful actor in the Canadian workplace; we are quintessentially one of the most multicultural workforces in the 
world. In fact, practicing cultural intelligence will have a positive effect on your relationships with coworkers and in your career 
opportunities. Yet, too often, too many newcomers take too long to realize cultural intelligence plays a decisive role in their 
futures in Canada.  

Cultural norms are a departure point.  

The knowledge in this desk reference is a departure point, not a blueprint to working in Canada. A departure point is an 
intellectual  place to start understanding culture. A blueprint is an intellectual  framework that works all the time. Cultural norms 
are neither fixed nor true all the time. They can change from one context to another. For example, we can suggest that Canadians 
value being clear, concise and coherent; yet this is not true of all Canadians all the time. Therefore, when learning about culture, 
we speak in terms of observable tendencies in Canadians, or Russians or the Chinese etc.       

Culture is only one part of a person’s identity. When dealing with differences, you need to consider wider diversity such as 
personality types, gender, language, province and community etc. Over-emphasizing culture could lead to stereotyping - an 
oversimplified image of a  particular group of people, which is often negative and incorrect. At the same time the readings, boxes 
and unwritten rules in this desk reference are good observations. They were chosen because they were helpful to many 
newcomers across multiple organizations. Getting really good at working with cultural difference is important for you because:

1. The professional Canadian workplace has certain cultural norms that are reasonably easy to recognize and practice.
2. You are a newcomer - you were not here from the beginning to know those norms.   
3. The workplace is multicultural - you work with other newcomers which adds another level of cultural complexity. 
4. Research and experience show that many newcomers don’t start their Canadian careers with enough cultural awareness.  
5. Practicing cultural intelligence will make your work-life less stressful and more rewarding. 

Culture is a  powerful actor in the Canadian workplace; we are quintessentially one of the most multicultural workforces in the 
world. In fact, practicing cultural intelligence will have a positive effect on your relationships with coworkers and in your career 
opportunities. Yet, too often, too many newcomers take too long to realize cultural intelligence plays a decisive role in their 
futures in Canada.  

Observations on adapting. 
Between 2004 and 2008, over a thousand newcomers and Canadian-born employees 
were trained in projects that led to the development of this desk reference. The 
following general conclusions were made relating to observations of cultural 
adaptation: 

• In about 80  percent of case studies - where employed newcomers experienced 
career challenges - culture was a key contributing factor. 

• In many of those cases, the newcomers found it hard to accept that culture was 
the root cause of those challenges. In about 15 percent of the cases, the 
newcomers chose further education as the solution instead of adapting to new 
workplace norms. In those cases, education failed to open their career doors. 
Although further technical education is always useful, it was not effective in 
their cases. The career promotions they wanted required cultural intelligence 
and adaptation, together with language and/or communication training. 

• The newcomers who gained cultural intelligence, made the adaptations, and 
enhanced their language and communication skills moved forward in their 
career  opportunities. Their challenge was the same: accepting that culture, which 
seemed so irrelevant, was actually significant. The difference was that they 
accepted and acted on it.
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Unwritten Rule #12 Find the mainstream workplace culture     

Use the following suggestions to enable you to identify your workplace culture in Canada:  

1. Learning Resources - Use the information in this desk reference to raise your awareness of cultural differences and 
similarities. Go online and do a search for more on developing intercultural intelligence. 

2. Time - Identify the “organizational clock” e.g. take note of punctuality, the length of meetings, how much time is given for 
talking and updating, extending project deadlines, lunch and coffee breaks etc.

3. Hierarchy - Get comfortable with how power is used and shared in your team. Observe the behavior and listen to the words 
your coworkers use when talking to supervisors. Adapt to the power norm at work. 

4. Credibility - Recognize how credibility is built and maintained in your organization. It will have a lot to do with your 
communication style, flexibility to learn and adapt, and being excellent at everything you do. 

5. Communication - Take note of the clarity, conciseness and coherence in communicating information. Learn to use “softeners” 
to build consensus. keep your accent, but make sure your pronunciation is clear. Be aware of intercultural communication - 
you work in one of the most multicultural workforces in the world. 

6. Attitude - Develop an attitude by which you don’t judge cultural differences good or bad. Learn to suspend your judgement. 
Accept that there can be very different, yet equally valid ways of doing the same thing. Don’t minimize cultural differences. 
Use the skills you learn to adapt to new cultural norms.                
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How to build cultural intelligence 

1. Culture is invisible. See it.  People usually only think of one half of culture: what is “seen” e.g. different foods, traditional 
dress, religions, rituals etc. The more complex side of culture goes unnoticed. In fact, many people only experience life in one 
culture. Even if they travel abroad, their cultural encounter is at the level of “tourist”. They don’t need a sophisticated 
understanding of the more complex aspects of power, time and communication etc. Even people on international teams in a 
foreign country come to the end of their contracts and return to their native cultures. Their cultural encounters are short. 
Complex differences can often be ignored. As a  newcomer to Canada, you are likely not returning anywhere. Canada is now 
home. You need a more sophisticated understanding of culture.   

2. Culture is powerful. Don’t minimize it.  When cultural differences cause friction 
between people, they tend to minimize those differences. They build on their 
human similarities to reduce conflict. Minimization can “moderate” differences, 
but it doesn’t remove them. At times, minimization can make a situation worse. If 
we assume that deep down inside everyone is the same as us, we force our values 
and beliefs onto others who hold different values and beliefs.

                                  
In addition, globalization has created the idea that cultures are becoming much 
more similar as technology brings countries together. On the contrary, 
globalization has made cultural diversity training one of the most important 
consulting services for transnational organizations and international teams. In 
fact, the Canadian government has an institute dedicated to building cultural 
competence in all foreign service workers before they leave on assignments. 
Cultural intelligence is now a prerequisite for all Canadian soldiers leaving for 
tours in foreign countries. Getting really good at working with difference is a 
“must” for the workplace. 

3. Culture hides. Find it. Using this desk reference is a beginning for finding the culture of your workplace. Culture is like a 
blind spot in a car mirror - you have to look hard to find it. When you drive a car, you have blind spots in the side mirror. 
They cause so many accidents that some people put a small extra lens onto their side mirrors to get rid of the blind spot. 

Edward T. Hall, a father of modern intercultural studies explained culture in the following way: culture hides much more than it 
reveals, and what it hides, it hides most effectively from its own participants. Hall was saying that if you think culture is not 
important, it is because you can’t see its effects on you. To start, culture can be found in our gestures. In how we use space. In 
our communication. We find it in our use of time. In the role of power, or hierarchy, at work. Moreover, cultural intelligence 
adds an extra lens to your human interactions so that you can know if an issue is cultural or because of language gaps, 
personality types or other factors.

3. Culture hides. Find it. Using this desk reference is a beginning for finding the culture of your workplace. Culture is like a 
blind spot in a car mirror - you have to look hard to find it. When you drive a car, you have blind spots in the side mirror. 
They cause so many accidents that some people put a small extra lens onto their side mirrors to get rid of the blind spot. 

Edward T. Hall, a father of modern intercultural studies explained culture in the following way: culture hides much more than it 
reveals, and what it hides, it hides most effectively from its own participants. Hall was saying that if you think culture is not 
important, it is because you can’t see its effects on you. To start, culture can be found in our gestures. In how we use space. In 
our communication. We find it in our use of time. In the role of power, or hierarchy, at work. Moreover, cultural intelligence 
adds an extra lens to your human interactions so that you can know if an issue is cultural or because of language gaps, 
personality types or other factors.
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CULTURE BOX 3.2  Gesture. Touch. Space.  

Two participants were talking during a coffee break in a training workshop - Abdi, 
from the Horn of Africa,  and Chen from China. Abdi kept touching Chen’s on the arm 
as he talked. Chen kept taking a step back to regain his personal space, upon which 
Abdi took a step forward. They “danced” from one side of the room to the other 
during the coffee break, not realizing cultural difference was the music they were 
dancing to. How we use our bodies in gesture, how we smile,  make eye contact  or 
even laugh are mostly culturally defined. Canadians are often quick to smile, even to 
strangers. In some European cultures, if  you smile at a stranger on the street, they will 
think you are crazy. One Asian culture has 13 different kinds of smiles each with a 
different  meaning. Personal space and touch are also cultural habits. Gesture, touch 
and space are building blocks of culture. 

Touch can be one of the most controversial topics in the workplace. In some cultures, 
men and women don’t  touch outside of marriage. They don’t even shake hands. You 
need to notice the boundaries for touch at work and stay within those limits. In many 
cultures, people will touch a person’s arm or hand while talking to the person. 
Personal space is also important.  The general rule is avoid touching people unless 
they initiate socially acceptable touch such as a handshake or pat on the back. 
Remember that you work in a multicultural workplace. Many other cultures may not 
have the same sensibilities or habits for touch and personal space as your culture. 
Watch, learn and adjust.          

Unwritten Rule #13  Stay on your organization’s clock Unwritten Rule #13  Stay on your organization’s clock 

You have an “internal clock” for how you use your time. It is both cultural and personal. 
Your organization also has a clock. It’s more than just punctuality. It includes how to 
schedule tasks, manage interruptions, set aside time for  people, meet or extend deadlines, 
or even the time to explain something and give updates etc. Open your eyes and ears to 
find the time patterns in your organization. Ask coworkers what they think. And then get 
on the “organization’s clock.” Take note of how time is used in following : 

• Punctuality. When do coworkers arrive for various kinds of meetings?  What time do they 
arrive at and leave work? How much overtime do they put in?  

• Deadlines. The tolerance for extending deadlines i.e. hours, days, weeks or  months?  And 
the consequences to the employee’s credibility and trust. 

• Interruptions. What are the acceptable reasons for interrupting coworkers while they are 
working? 

• Multitasking. Do people do fewer or many tasks tasks at one time? 
• Quality Control. Find the balance between doing a great job without being late.     

Adjust your own internal clock whenever it is not “on time” with how your workplace uses 
time. Then stay on that “organizational clock” as you manage your time, tasks and 
relationships at work. Your internal clock may even be a  religious clock. There might be set 
times to pray each day. Your workplace will usually accommodate certain time obligations, 
such as religion. Other cultural norms for time might not be accommodated. Is time related 
to efficiency and money? Is time related to relationships? You need to find out what the 
right balance is in your workplace.  
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What is intercultural communication?  

• An ability, made up of two words: intercultural i.e. between cultures, and 
communication i.e. the act of speaking. 

• Accepting that there are other cultural communication styles, equally valid but 
different to one’s own.  

• Openness to adapting to other cultural communication styles. 
• An awareness of body language and other non-verbal aspects of communication, 

such as emotion and volume etc. 
 
Why it’s important 

Developing intercultural communication skills is essential for working effectively in the 
Canadian workplace for the following reasons:

1. Adapting to the Canadian context. There is a Canadian communication style i.e. 
being clear, coherent, concise with consensus. You need to understand and use it in 
the workplace. If you don’t adapt to this communication style, your communication 
will be misinterpreted. Remember that most Canadians are not aware you bring a 
different cultural communication style. Cultural communication styles are not what 
people typically think about. If you use the communication from your first culture, 
Canadians will not interpret it as intercultural. They will likely assume it is low 
English skills or personality type etc. Aim to add new communication skills to your 
existing communication style; you don’t replace the communication skills from your 
first culture and language.          

2. Adapting to the multicultural workplace. You also work with colleagues from 
other cultures. The Canadian workplace is one of the most multicultural in the 
world. Their cultural communication styles are synchronized with their first 
languages. Those styles often carry over into English. They may speak fluent 
English, but their communication styles might still be from their first languages and 
cultures. They may not have adapted to the style in your Canadian workplace. It is 
easy to misattribute unfamiliar cultural behaviors and words to the wrong causes 
like personality differences, incompetence, or work ethic. At the very least, with a 
good understanding of intercultural communication, you will not be easily offended 
by cultural differences. It will enable you to understand the style and motivations of 
others better. 

Return on Investment

By practicing intercultural communication, you can avoid misunderstanding other 
people’s words, or misattributing their behaviors, when no confusion or offense was 
meant. In addition, you can also avoid being misunderstood. You will build stronger 
working relations with colleagues and gain respect in your speaking skills.

KEY POINT - As a newcomer, 
intercultural communication means 
adjusting your communication style to 
your Canadian workplace. You add 
new skills; you don’t replace the 
communication skills from your first 
culture and language.    

What is intercultural communication?  

• An ability, made up of two words: intercultural i.e. between cultures, and 
communication i.e. the act of speaking. 

• Accepting that there are other cultural communication styles, equally valid but 
different to one’s own.  

• Openness to adapting to other cultural communication styles. 
• An awareness of body language and other non-verbal aspects of communication, 

such as emotion and volume etc. 
 
Why it’s important 

Developing intercultural communication skills is essential for working effectively in the 
Canadian workplace for the following reasons:

1. Adapting to the Canadian context. There is a Canadian communication style i.e. 
being clear, coherent, concise with consensus. You need to understand and use it in 
the workplace. If you don’t adapt to this communication style, your communication 
will be misinterpreted. Remember that most Canadians are not aware you bring a 
different cultural communication style. Cultural communication styles are not what 
people typically think about. If you use the communication from your first culture, 
Canadians will not interpret it as intercultural. They will likely assume it is low 
English skills or personality type etc. Aim to add new communication skills to your 
existing communication style; you don’t replace the communication skills from your 
first culture and language.          

2. Adapting to the multicultural workplace. You also work with colleagues from 
other cultures. The Canadian workplace is one of the most multicultural in the 
world. Their cultural communication styles are synchronized with their first 
languages. Those styles often carry over into English. They may speak fluent 
English, but their communication styles might still be from their first languages and 
cultures. They may not have adapted to the style in your Canadian workplace. It is 
easy to misattribute unfamiliar cultural behaviors and words to the wrong causes 
like personality differences, incompetence, or work ethic. At the very least, with a 
good understanding of intercultural communication, you will not be easily offended 
by cultural differences. It will enable you to understand the style and motivations of 
others better. 

Return on Investment

By practicing intercultural communication, you can avoid misunderstanding other 
people’s words, or misattributing their behaviors, when no confusion or offense was 
meant. In addition, you can also avoid being misunderstood. You will build stronger 
working relations with colleagues and gain respect in your speaking skills.
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How intercultural communication works 

Intercultural communication requires at least two elements: knowledge of various communication styles and a willingness to 
adapt, along with empathy and suspending judgement.    

1. Knowledge of various styles of intercultural communication. Principle 2, Section 1 explored the Canadian Communication 
Style. Then, Section 2 explored the Canadian use of “softeners” in contrast to a more direct communication style. In this 
section, we will explore the direct style in contrast to the Canadian style (Table 3.1 and Figures 3.1 and 3.2). Table 3.3 
compares three more dimensions of intercultural communication: linear versus circular, emotionally-detached versus 
attached, and low versus high self-disclosure. Read on.  

2. Willingness to adapt. This starts with recognizing that there are different cultural ways of communicating. Willingness 
comes from recognizing that these other communication styles are equally valid, despite being different or unfamiliar to you. 
This requires you to suspend judgement i.e. don’t judge the person’s words and behaviors good or bad. Ask yourself, 
“What’s up? Could it be a cultural thing?” You might be offended where no offense was intended. Then, you adapt your own 
behaviors and words accordingly. Most importantly, you need to adapt to the communication style of your workplace. The 
mainstream way of communicating in your workplace is the best one to adapt to. In most professional Canadian workplaces, 
the style is clear, concise and coherent with consensus. It is also usually the best style to use when you speak to other 
newcomers because it is one everyone is expected to use.    

 
You can adapt to the Canadian communication style by applying the following suggestions: 

• Raise your awareness. Use this desk reference to raise your awareness of cultural differences. 
• Identify workplace norms. Identify the norms of the communication style of your Canadian workplace. Listen to and watch 

your Canadian-born colleagues, and other newcomers who have adapted. Notice any differences between their 
communication styles with a subordinate, peer and supervisor.   

• Compare and contrast. You make a comparison between your first language and English in how you would give opinion, 
get people to do things, point out colleagues‘ errors. Think how your communication style might change with a subordinate, 
peer and supervisor. 

• Show empathy. This is the ability to understand, share and appreciate the feelings of another person. Empathy is essential 
for trust and rapport in the workplace.   

• Suspend judgment. Avoid judging other communication styles good or bad. Consider the motivations of those styles. 
Observe how they work on your team.   

• Apply what you learn. Practice the clarity, coherence, conciseness and consensus norms.   
• Don’t oversimplify. Know that communication styles are tendencies. They dominate most of the time, not always.             

CULTURE BOX 3.3   Silence. Noise. Turn Taking.  

Every workplace has a preferred noise level of human communication. Listen for it. Notice 
how loud people tend to speak and adjust your own loudness. In a few cultures, it is 
important to speak loudly so that people don’t think you are talking about them. In some 
cultures people talk loudly to include others in the conversation. On the other hand, in some 
cultures, shouting at others from a distance is rude. Some languages are spoken more 
softly than others. Listen to find the right volume level and adjust yourself. Also, be aware of 
when and how speakers take turns and interrupt others. In the Canadian workplace, it is 
essential to allow others to finish speaking. Avoid cutting speakers off in the middle of 
speaking, and only interrupt when it is an advantage for your team. Learn by observing.      
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Example 1. Direct Communication - how intercultural communication is the crucial link.   

Speakers 1 and 2 from the Table below demonstrate two very different communication styles. Speaker 1 is very direct because he 
doesn’t use softeners. Speaker 2 is focused more on building consensus by using softeners. Neither style is better, but rarely does 
either style work well with the other. 

When the two styles interact, they can easily misunderstand and judge each other’s motivations. In your workplace, you will 
interact with people from both styles because the Canadian workplace is multicultural. There are also situations where one style 
is better than the other. As you become more aware of communication styles in your workplace, you will sense which 
communication style works best in various situations. At times, you need to trust your intuition. At other times, it is better to 
rely on the Canadian (consensus) communication style because it is the mainstream style in the workplace.  

In addition, certain newcomers to Canada may use a third style - indirect communication (see Table 3.1 below for a short 
description, and  the workbook for more information on all three styles).         

Example A - Direct Communication Style (no “softeners”) Example B - Consensus Communication Style (with “softeners”) 

Speaker 1 - I think we need to set up an official intercultural 
advisory committee in our organization.  

One option we could consider is to set up an intercultural 
advisory committee.    

Speaker 2 - I don’t think that is the answer, John. We don’t 
even know what the real issues are or what is causing them. 

John, I am not sure I follow. Could you explain a bit more? 

Speaker 1 - Teri, an intercultural advisory has worked for other 
organizations. I think we need to move on this option soon.  

I am not sure what everyone else thinks but an intercultural 
advisory seems to have worked for a few other organizations. It is 
something we should perhaps consider as a first move.

Speaker 2 - You are wrong, I think. What works in one 
company won’t necessarily work in another. Before we look at 
solutions, let’s figure out the root causes. 

I hear what you are saying, but we should probably consider 
some kind of assessment to identify the root causes of what is 
going on.

Speaker 1 - My field of expertise is intercultural studies so I 
know what I am talking about. And second, an intercultural 
advisory committee is always good for any organization, such 
as ours, defined by diversity. I speak from first-hand 
experience. I was part of an intercultural committee with a 
previous employer.   

From my experience, an intercultural advisory committee is often 
good for any organization, such as ours, defined by diversity. I say 
this because I had opportunity to be part of an intercultural 
committee with a previous employer.   

Table 3.1 Comparing Direct Communication with the Consensus Style
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Read through Figures 3.1 and 3.2 below. They summarize the styles and the thoughts that Speakers 1 and 2 (from Table 3.1) have 
about each other.           

Speaker 1 
Direct Communication Style

Speaker 1 
Direct Communication Style

Speaker 2 
Consensus Communication Style

Speaker 2 
Consensus Communication Style

Description
more direct, frank and 
assertive  

True Motivation  
to avoid misunderstanding 
and error by being explicit 
 

Description
less direct, more discrete 
and guarded 
   

True Motivation  
to be open to unexpected 
unknown facts and 
emerging ideas; to avoid 
discrediting someone by 
being relational, 
constructive, 
acknowledging, persuasive 
and inclusive
     

He thinks Speaker 2 
sounds uncertain, 
unforthcoming, insincere; 
the style lacks clarity on the 
issues, and has a hidden 
agenda   

She thinks Speaker 1 
sounds abrupt, too 
confrontational, opinionated,  
disruptive, controlling and 
excluding; the style is 
tactless, disrespectful, and is  
closed to discussion     

Figure 3.1 A Summary of Speaker 1Figure 3.1 A Summary of Speaker 1 Figure 3.2 A Summary of Speaker 2Figure 3.2 A Summary of Speaker 2

CULTURE BOX 3.4   Face saving   

Saving face has to do with saving reputations - yours and mine. In some cultures, face-
saving is practiced more than in others. Tradition in these cultures say “it is better to die 
than to lose face”. For example, people will avoid being direct about another person’s 
mistakes in order to save face (save reputations and limit embarrassment). They might 
avoid asking questions that show they don’t understand, or that the speaker didn’t 
explain properly. In these cultures, to be frank, or direct, is disrespectful. Being frank is 
equated to having bad communication skills. 

However, in more direct cultures, being indirect and trying to save face is seen as 
insincere. Losing face is not as damaging to reputation, as long as persons learn from 
their mistakes. Alternatively, some cultures have little tolerance for error, which means 
fewer mistakes are made, and therefore “losing face” is not such a common issue. In the 
Canadian workplace, making a mistake is not as bad as denying the mistake or not 
taking responsibility for it. You must ask when you are unsure. You should speak up 
when you have updates, ideas and opinions to add to the team.   
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Example 2. Personal Disclosure - how intercultural communication is the crucial link

By developing your understanding of intercultural communication, you can avoid misunderstanding the intentions of 
colleagues from other cultures. Read the following case study that explains “personal disclosure”, one of the dimensions of 
intercultural communication. Personal disclosure is defined as the amount of personal information a person shares with 
coworkers. In some cultures, people share a lot of personal information; in other cultures, like Canada, people share very little.

Case Study - Paulo came to Canada from Central America. He took a job in engineering. On the first day that he met his 
manager, he told him that his father was a political prisoner back in his first country. The supervisor was surprised by how much 
personal information Paulo had shared. Paulo’s openness about his personal life was intended as an invitation to get to know 
him better. It was meant to build rapport. It did the opposite. The manager wasn’t used to knowing so much personal 
information about employees. He assumed Paulo was telling him such personal information to get sympathy, or preferential 
treatment. The crucial link between supervisor and subordinate was broken. Their relations became, awkward. If they had both 
had cultural intelligence, they would have clearly understood the true motivations.       

In the Canadian workplace, higher personal disclosure is kept for a very few close work friends. Often, it is avoided completely. 
A person might share some weekend activities with colleagues, such as a trip to the mountains or other family activities. 
However, more personal information, for example problems at home or with friends, family or money, are shared with very few 
colleagues. In fact, usually with no one at work. Other cultures have higher personal disclosure. In fact, letting colleagues into 
one’s personal life is a way to build relationship with people and establish mutual trust. 

Unwritten Rule #14     Understand power Power Distance IndexPower Distance Index

The Canadian workplace is less hierarchical than many other workplaces in the world. 
There is little difference between supervisors and subordinates. Supervisors are not called 
by their titles or last names. They do not dress differently to other employees. They expect 
subordinates to make many decisions independently. In fact, in some Canadian 
workplaces, it is difficult to identify the supervisor from their subordinates. The difference 
in authority and influence between supervisors and subordinates is a called “power 
distance.” This low “power distance” in the Canadian workplace, between supervisor and 
subordinate, has a strong affect on communication; it makes consensus and “softeners” 
essential for respectful interaction between coworkers.   

You can gain power i.e. influence and respect, by using a Canadian communication style. 
Power is not simply ascribed to you because of your education, expertise, age or seniority. 
The words you choose and how your order them is often more important than having 
perfect spoken-grammar. Develop a communication style that is clear, concise and 
coherent. Use softeners to build consensus when you communicate. These increase trust 
and respect for you as a professional. Be aware of the other communication styles of 
coworkers from other cultures. This desk-reference is trying to bring these intercultural 
concepts to your attention so that you can decide what is important to adjust. 

Hofstede’s Study. A number of studies have been done to measure the power distance 
between cultures. The most famous research has been done by Geert Hofstede, who 
measured the power distance of IBM employees in over 50 countries. Table 3.2 is list of 24 
countries from Hofstede’s Power Distance Index (PDI). The 24 PDI scores are compared 
with the PDI score of English-speaking Canada at the top in red. The higher the score, the 
more hierarchical the workplace culture tends to be. Hofstede’s numbers are relative, not 
absolute positions of countries. A Google search will give you more detailed information.     

PDI Canada

Philippines 
Russia 
Romania 
Mexico
Venezuela
Arab Countries
China
India
West Africa 
Vietnam
Brazil
Hong Kong
Poland
Columbia 
Turkey
East Africa 
Korea
Iran 
Pakistan
Canada Quebec
Argentina 
South Africa 
United States
Netherlands 

39

94
93
90
81
81
80
80
77
77
70
69
68
68
67
66
64
60
58
55
54
49
49
39
38

                                                                                                                       Table 3.2 Hofstede’s Power Distance Index  
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TABLE - The Building Blocks of Intercultural Communication Styles

Intercultural communication is more than just direct or indirect communication. Table 3.3 summarizes direct and indirect, and 
then explores three more aspects of communication that can be influenced by culture. 

The definitions in Columns A and B are opposites. Cultures tend to prefer either Column A or B. Canadian workplace 
communication tends to be more linear, more emotionally-detached. Self-disclosure tends to be low. However, to say this is 
always true is an oversimplification of any culture. Communication styles are influenced by other factors, such as context and 
personality, not just culture. Use the table of opposites to raise your awareness of difference communication styles.        

Column A Column B

Direct 
I mean what I say. I say what I mean. Yes means 
yes. “Saving face” is not important. Don’t be 
offended - it's not personal - it’s just work. To be 
frank is to be respectful of the facts and to avoid 
confusion, or avoid misleading you*. 

*Canadians tend to start with suggestions and softeners before 
being very direct.  

Indirect 
I suggest. I imply. So “read between the lines” and 
watch my body language as well. Yes could mean 
maybe or no. “Saving face” is important - it keeps our 
reputations intact and maintains harmony between us.   

Linear 
I talk in a straight line*. I get to the point quickly. My 
points are explicit and stay on topic. I am efficient, 
time-focused. I am clear, concise and coherent.    

*Canadians tend to value clarity, conciseness and coherence. 

Circular
I talk around the point, which may not be stated 
explicitly. I may move on and off the main topic as I 
develop the context. I might include personal stories 
and seemingly irrelevant details. Every fact occurs 
within a bigger context that you need to understand as 
well. I am people-focused.     
   

Emotionally Detached 
I separate myself from the issues*. I am objective 
and work with little emotional connection. If 
something is important, it shouldn’t be distorted by 
personal feelings.  
*This doesn’t apply to situations when employees experience a 
personal tragedy or accident. Being empathetic to coworkers is 
important.   

Emotionally Attached 
If it’s important, I am both intellectually and 
emotionally engaged. If it’s worth being passionate 
about, to feel it. To express that feeling. If I have an 
interest in the outcome, how could I separate myself 
from it?   

Low Self-Disclosure
I keep my personal life mostly separate from my 
work life. I build rapport with colleagues as we work 
together to accomplish a task. I prefer to keep most 
of my personal information to myself. Building very 
close friendships at work usually takes time.     
    

High Self-Disclosure
I talk a lot at work about my personal life. Other people 
have life lessons that can help me in my life. By being 
more open about our lives, we build rapport together.  

Table 3.3 The Building Blocks of Intercultural Communication Styles 
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What are other types? 

To get really good at working with cultural difference, you should also have a good 
understanding of personality types. People often confuse issues that are actually cultural 
with other aspects of diversity, such as personality, gender or language.   

Every person is unique, yet also similar to other persons. The social sciences support the 
idea that people belong to broad personality types. Types are naturally occurring 
differences between people. Types explain how people understand the world and make 
decisions. For example, some people are more extroverted, meaning they get their energy 
from working in groups and know lots of people. Others are more introverted and prefer 
doing things alone or in small groups. A number of personality type tools have been 
developed in the social sciences, such as the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI), the 
Strengths Development Inventory (SDI), and True Colors. Many are used in the workplace 
to equip people to work well in teams.   

What are other types? 

To get really good at working with cultural difference, you should also have a good 
understanding of personality types. People often confuse issues that are actually cultural 
with other aspects of diversity, such as personality, gender or language.   

Every person is unique, yet also similar to other persons. The social sciences support the 
idea that people belong to broad personality types. Types are naturally occurring 
differences between people. Types explain how people understand the world and make 
decisions. For example, some people are more extroverted, meaning they get their energy 
from working in groups and know lots of people. Others are more introverted and prefer 
doing things alone or in small groups. A number of personality type tools have been 
developed in the social sciences, such as the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI), the 
Strengths Development Inventory (SDI), and True Colors. Many are used in the workplace 
to equip people to work well in teams.   

KEY POINT - Cultural differences 
are best understood in their 
relationship to other aspects of 
d i v e r s i t y . I t h e l p s a v o i d 
oversimplification. You appreciate 
the amazing complexity of  each 
person.  

Why personality types are important  

Tools for understanding personality type indicators are useful for  understanding the actions and motivations of your coworkers. 
They can reveal tendencies in people - behaviors that occur often in certain contexts. More than this, a good understanding of 
personality types will enable you to recognize when an issue between people is cultural, personality or something else. It will 
help you better understand the motivations of people at work, and avoid misunderstandings.

Return on Investment  

As with any growth in understanding human diversity, the return on investment occurs in improved human relationships, fewer 
misunderstandings and less friction between people.     

Why personality types are important  

Tools for understanding personality type indicators are useful for  understanding the actions and motivations of your coworkers. 
They can reveal tendencies in people - behaviors that occur often in certain contexts. More than this, a good understanding of 
personality types will enable you to recognize when an issue between people is cultural, personality or something else. It will 
help you better understand the motivations of people at work, and avoid misunderstandings.

Return on Investment  

As with any growth in understanding human diversity, the return on investment occurs in improved human relationships, fewer 
misunderstandings and less friction between people.     

Why personality types are important  

Tools for understanding personality type indicators are useful for  understanding the actions and motivations of your coworkers. 
They can reveal tendencies in people - behaviors that occur often in certain contexts. More than this, a good understanding of 
personality types will enable you to recognize when an issue between people is cultural, personality or something else. It will 
help you better understand the motivations of people at work, and avoid misunderstandings.

Return on Investment  

As with any growth in understanding human diversity, the return on investment occurs in improved human relationships, fewer 
misunderstandings and less friction between people.     

How to use Personality Type Tools  

As mentioned, a number of personality type tools have been 
developed in the social sciences, such as MBTI, SDI and True Colors.  
Most tools require a  trainer to guide you through them, at a cost. A 
Google search will usually provide you with a basic introduction to 
the tools. This desk reference will give you an elementary 
introduction to the Strengths Development Inventory (SDI). To use 
any of the tools with skill, you should participate in a workshop 
with a qualified trainer who can equip you to use them properly.   
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Introduction to the SDI Tool

Personal Strengths Publishing, at www.personalstrengths.com, is the company behind the SDI tools. Information about where 
the SDI assessment can be accessed, along with the costs, are available on the county-specific webpages. The Globe and Mail 
published a short article on the SDI that helped form the outline of this summary of the SDI. The article can be accessed online 
through a Google search for “Getting to the Roots of Office Conflict” by Harvey Schachter. The SDI catalogues seven color-coded 
motivational drivers in human relationships that we should be aware of. Schachter’s article provides definitions for all  seven. We 
will only briefly explore the first three SDI types - Assertive, Altruistic and Analytic - with some expansion on each from personal 
experience. See Table 3.4 below.                
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Introduction to the SDI Tool

Personal Strengths Publishing, at www.personalstrengths.com, is the company behind the SDI tools. Information about where 
the SDI assessment can be accessed, along with the costs, are available on the county-specific webpages. The Globe and Mail 
published a short article on the SDI that helped form the outline of this summary of the SDI. The article can be accessed online 
through a Google search for “Getting to the Roots of Office Conflict” by Harvey Schachter. The SDI catalogues seven color-coded 
motivational drivers in human relationships that we should be aware of. Schachter’s article provides definitions for all  seven. We 
will only briefly explore the first three SDI types - Assertive, Altruistic and Analytic - with some expansion on each from personal 
experience. See Table 3.4 below.                

Assertive Altruistic Analytic 

Directs others.
Competes. 
Likes action now. 
Opportunistic. 
High tolerance for risk. 
Mistakes are learning opportunities. 

Nurtures others. 
Open and emotionally engaged. 
Responsive and helping.
Accommodating.
Values and supports others. 
Mistakes must not hurt people.  

Autonomous.
Cautious and emotionally-detached.
Objective and principled. 
Thorough.
Risk averse. 
Mistakes are to be avoided. 

Commanding - concern for task 
accomplishment, and organization of 
people, money or whatever to achieve 
desired results.

Helping - focused on the protection, 
growth and welfare of others.

Analyzing - concern for assurance that 
things have been properly thought out, 
and desire for the maintenance of 
meaningful order.

Table 3.4 Introduction to three SDI Types 

Schachter in his review of the seven SDI types, says that each of us may have a 
different blend than these exact motivations. The key point is these motivations lead 
us into conflict with others. He says that each of us is trying to do the “right thing” at 
work according to our motivations, but our “right thing” may be the “wrong thing” 
to another person.

Example. 
The Assertive type wants to take hold of business opportunities immediately. The 
Altruistic type is concerned about how the action will affect people on the team. The 
Analytic type is cautious, concerned that the decision is too impulsive; time is 
needed to think through the pros and cons. 

The Assertive type is annoyed with the Analytic type because the opportunity will 
be lost if intuition is not used and action taken now. The Altruistic type instinctively 
steps in to make peace between the other two types.   

The following page will apply these three SDI types to cultural orientations so that 
you can recognize the difference between personality and cultural norms. In 
addition, review Figure 3.3, which provides an overview of the differences between 
personality, culture and human nature.        

Schachter in his review of the seven SDI types, says that each of us may have a 
different blend than these exact motivations. The key point is these motivations lead 
us into conflict with others. He says that each of us is trying to do the “right thing” at 
work according to our motivations, but our “right thing” may be the “wrong thing” 
to another person.

Example. 
The Assertive type wants to take hold of business opportunities immediately. The 
Altruistic type is concerned about how the action will affect people on the team. The 
Analytic type is cautious, concerned that the decision is too impulsive; time is 
needed to think through the pros and cons. 

The Assertive type is annoyed with the Analytic type because the opportunity will 
be lost if intuition is not used and action taken now. The Altruistic type instinctively 
steps in to make peace between the other two types.   

The following page will apply these three SDI types to cultural orientations so that 
you can recognize the difference between personality and cultural norms. In 
addition, review Figure 3.3, which provides an overview of the differences between 
personality, culture and human nature.        
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Comparing Culture and Personality 

The following case study gives an example of how important it 
is to know the difference between cultural and personality 
types. 

Case Study - Yasmeen came to Canada from Central Asia, 
completed a graduate degree in engineering, and then gained 
work in her profession. 

She had done really well in her studies. In fact, her personality 
was oriented towards detail and continuous improvement 
through formal learning. Within two years of being employed, 
she achieved her professional engineering designation. She was 
eager to apply her knowledge to more senior level work. 
However, a key issue was preventing her from moving ahead in 
her career, namely meeting deadlines. Yasmeen rarely finished 
her project work on time. Clients and team members often had 
to wait for  her work. This increased costs to projects, friction on 
the team, and undermined the credibility of the organization 
with the clients.   

PERSONALITY


CULTURE


HUMAN NATURE


Personality traits are not 
shared with everyone. Two 
people may share the 
same cultural values, such 
as direct communication, 
but have very different 
personality types, such as 
introvert and extrovert.  

Comparing Culture and Personality 

The following case study gives an example of how important it 
is to know the difference between cultural and personality 
types. 

Case Study - Yasmeen came to Canada from Central Asia, 
completed a graduate degree in engineering, and then gained 
work in her profession. 

She had done really well in her studies. In fact, her personality 
was oriented towards detail and continuous improvement 
through formal learning. Within two years of being employed, 
she achieved her professional engineering designation. She was 
eager to apply her knowledge to more senior level work. 
However, a key issue was preventing her from moving ahead in 
her career, namely meeting deadlines. Yasmeen rarely finished 
her project work on time. Clients and team members often had 
to wait for  her work. This increased costs to projects, friction on 
the team, and undermined the credibility of the organization 
with the clients.   

PERSONALITY


CULTURE


HUMAN NATURE


Culture relates to values 
and behaviors shared by 
most people in an ethnic 
g r o u p , d e s p i t e t h e i r 
personality differences. 

Comparing Culture and Personality 

The following case study gives an example of how important it 
is to know the difference between cultural and personality 
types. 

Case Study - Yasmeen came to Canada from Central Asia, 
completed a graduate degree in engineering, and then gained 
work in her profession. 

She had done really well in her studies. In fact, her personality 
was oriented towards detail and continuous improvement 
through formal learning. Within two years of being employed, 
she achieved her professional engineering designation. She was 
eager to apply her knowledge to more senior level work. 
However, a key issue was preventing her from moving ahead in 
her career, namely meeting deadlines. Yasmeen rarely finished 
her project work on time. Clients and team members often had 
to wait for  her work. This increased costs to projects, friction on 
the team, and undermined the credibility of the organization 
with the clients.   

PERSONALITY


CULTURE


HUMAN NATURE

Human nature needs are 
shared by every human 
being e.g. needs for food, 
water, shelter, safety, 
belonging, self-worth and 
purpose. 

Her department head didn’t know what was causing Yasmeen 
to miss her deadlines. A few coworkers believed that her 
lateness was just a bad personal habit, that her work ethic was 
low. However, her  department head had a good understanding 
of human diversity and suspected that her missing deadlines 
was either due to her cultural orientation to using time or to her 
personality type. 

He had Yasmeen and the entire team, participate in a diversity 
training workshop, and take the personality assessment. He also 
had a one-on-one meeting with Yasmeen and asked her 
questions about how time was used in her first culture. Through 
the workshop, the personality assessment and the interview, it 
was clear that culture was not the cause of the issue with time. 
Yasmeen came from a workplace culture where time was used 
in a similar way to the Canadian workplace. In addition, 
Yasmeen had worked for an American multinational company 
in her first country and understood the mainstream North 
American use of time. 

Yasmeen was missing deadlines because her personality type 
was extremely analytical. She took a lot of time to make sure her 
work was perfect. She would often get stuck trying to decide 
which option to take in a project task. She was very self-critical. 
her department head worked with Yasmeen to build her 
confidence in her work through praise and recognition. She 
worked with a mentor to pre-assess the level of quality each 
aspect of her work required. She started to put her energy into 
the right activities and her deadlines were met. Sometimes 
performance gaps are due to culture and other times 
personality.                

Figure 3.3 Comparing Personality, Culture and Human Nature Figure 3.3 Comparing Personality, Culture and Human Nature 
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Unwritten Rule #15  Integrate - don’t isolate.  

Belonging in the workplace is an essential part of integration. However, many newcomers tend to isolate themselves. They try to 
remain “invisible” in the workplace. The avoid speaking English if possible. Instead, they speak their first language to colleagues 
from the same first language, in the workplace. The worry about making grammar mistakes when speaking English, or not being 
understood by English speakers. They rarely start a conversation with a Canadian. They say nothing when others are talking. 
Newcomers don’t realize that many Canadian colleagues take notice when a newcomer does try to use English. They notice the 
courage it takes to try to use English. At work, using English, the language of the country you chose to immigrate to, makes you 
look good. It helps you belong. Don’t be embarrassed or worried about “losing face.” It is a good human quality to show you are 
trying to grow in something you are not perfect in yet. Canadians notice it. They notice when you try to integrate. It is good for 
your career. They also notice when you use your first language, instead of English, and when you isolate yourself. No one will 
ever say anything to you about this. It is your human right to choose how you act at work. However, if you try to integrate 
versus isolate, the value that you bring to the Canadian workplace will be obvious. 

Top Ten Integration Strategies - Read and apply the following list of top 10 ways to integrate more intentionally.        

1. Show a real desire to learn, to be flexible and to adapt  
2. Resolve to use only English at work
3. Be unafraid of making mistakes
4. Learn from your mistakes quickly  
5. Ask when you don’t know
6. Contribute your skills and ideas at meetings
7. Grow in your cultural intelligence
8. Socialize with same-language colleagues in English
9. Participate in at least a few social events at work  
10. Think in English, but find a comfortable balance between English and your first language.   

CULTURE BOX 3.5  Personal grooming and other really sensitive topics no one will talk about  

Breath.  Body odor. Personal grooming. These are really  sensitive topics to talk to people about in the workplace. People are 
often not aware that something is making relationships awkward at  work. These suggestions may not even apply to you, but 
be aware of them. 

If  you eat lots of garlic in your food, brush your teeth regularly.  If you are meeting with people, chew gum or use mouthwash. 
Also,  know that strong smells like garlic can escape through your skin pores. Not everyone enjoys the smell in the workplace. 
Colleagues may avoid you because of  this. If you feel offended by this, imagine if the roles were reversed - how would you 
react to a coworker who had a strong body odor? If you cook with strong spices at home, close the doors to your closets and 
bedroom to prevent the smell from entering your work clothes. At the same time, limit how much perfume or deodorant you 
use.  A number of people are allergic to these smells. They get headaches or even feel nauseous. Try to smell neutral.  If  you 
do get bad breath easily, or have strong body odor, do more internet searches for how to limit these. 

You may think personal grooming is obvious, but sometimes cultural or personal experiences can shape our norms. Observe 
the habits of your coworkers. Every workplace is slightly different in what is acceptable, but the following generalizations can 
help.  Keep fingernails short and clean. Shave or keep your facial hair tidy.  Keep your hair clean and tidy.  Iron the clothes that 
people see.  Dress similar to your peers at work. Don’t wear white socks to work, keep your shirt tucked in and shoes clean, 
and keep jeans out of the office. All of these suggestions come out of personal experience or from other newcomers. They 
are in no way directed at any culture, gender or person. They are given as one newcomer to another. 
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What is power in the workplace?
Power in the workplace is the degree of influence and control a person has within their 
team and organization. It is one of the most culturally-driven workplace realities. The 
intercultural term is “power distance” - the amount of authority and influence a 
subordinate has compared to a supervisor, and vice versa. In the Canadian workplace, 
your base of power rests in the right balance between your technical  and enabling 
skills. Power is earned by you from others, not automatically ascribed to you because of 
your role, seniority, experience, education, qualifications  or responsibilities. If you 
misunderstand this, sooner or later career opportunities and promotions will be 
limited. 

Why understanding power is important.  
Understanding power in the workplace is important for the following reasons: 

1. You bring beliefs about power from your first workplace culture that may not fit in 
your Canadian workplace. How you understand power will determine how you 
communicate with seniors and subordinates. It will determine how much initiative 
you believe you can take. This is often one of the most important adaptations 
newcomers need to make.  

2. Your power - influence and control - depends on your credibility with colleagues. 
Credibility comes from the right balance between enabling and technical skills.  
Power  rarely depends on your position in the chain-of-command. Employees with a 
lower position can suddenly have a  lot of power when circumstances call for their 
skills, knowledge or attitudes.  

   

KEY POINT - Your own base of power 
in the workplace rests fully in the right 
balance of your technical and 
enabling skills, not in your position in 
the chain-of-command.   

Return on Investment.
By investing your time in learning more about power distance, you can build your 
workplace credibility in a way that will give you respect and trust from your 
colleagues.  

How to enhance your influence and control. 
 
1. Find balance between expertise and enabling skills - Recognize that your 

influence and control at work depends on two habits: managing your expertise 
well, and continuously expanding your enabling skills. You must understand the 
inter-play between these two as they occur in your Canadian workplace. Don’t try 
to impose the hierarchy blueprint you brought with you from your first country. It 
doesn’t fit, and neither will you if you do. Even if the workplace cultures between 
your first country and Canada are 95 percent the same, they will differ in many 
important aspects. Identifying and adapting to that other 5 percent could make or 
break your career opportunities and workplace relationships. 

2. Understand the “weight” of education and experience  - Education is key for being 
employed in your field. Ongoing learning is essential for staying technically up-to-
date in your profession. In fact, learn continuously - it is a core Canadian workplace 
value. However, once employed, if you try to use the educational “letters after your 
name” to gain influence, control or respect, you won’t get far. Some Canadians 
don’t even put their credentials in their email signatures, unless the recipient, such 
as a client or supplier, doesn’t know them yet. 

Unwritten Rule #16    Avoid knee-
jerk reactions      

Return on Investment.
By investing your time in learning more about power distance, you can build your 
workplace credibility in a way that will give you respect and trust from your 
colleagues.  

How to enhance your influence and control. 
 
1. Find balance between expertise and enabling skills - Recognize that your 

influence and control at work depends on two habits: managing your expertise 
well, and continuously expanding your enabling skills. You must understand the 
inter-play between these two as they occur in your Canadian workplace. Don’t try 
to impose the hierarchy blueprint you brought with you from your first country. It 
doesn’t fit, and neither will you if you do. Even if the workplace cultures between 
your first country and Canada are 95 percent the same, they will differ in many 
important aspects. Identifying and adapting to that other 5 percent could make or 
break your career opportunities and workplace relationships. 

2. Understand the “weight” of education and experience  - Education is key for being 
employed in your field. Ongoing learning is essential for staying technically up-to-
date in your profession. In fact, learn continuously - it is a core Canadian workplace 
value. However, once employed, if you try to use the educational “letters after your 
name” to gain influence, control or respect, you won’t get far. Some Canadians 
don’t even put their credentials in their email signatures, unless the recipient, such 
as a client or supplier, doesn’t know them yet. 

Have you ever had the doctor tap 
your knee to check your reflexes?  The 
knee automatically jerks forward. 
Don’t let your emotions and words 
jerk forward if you are frustrated with 
your new workplace culture. 

When someone says or does 
something that you find annoying or 
rude, the best thing to do is to step 
back in your mind. Suspend 
judgement. Look at the situation 
without emotion. Ask yourself 
“What’s up?  Could it be a cultural 
thing?” Even if it really annoys you, 
suspend judgement. You might be 
offended where no offense was 
intended. It could be a cultural 
misunderstanding. Remember, you 
work in one of the most multicultural 
workforces in the world. 
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In Canada, a university education is so accessible that it no longer gets the kind of prestige it once had, or that it still  holds in 
some countries. Once employed, what matters is what you produce daily with that education and how your own results 
enable your colleagues to fulfill their responsibilities. Your former education and experience carry weight to get you a job, 
but once you are employed they will impress very few people. If you want more credibility or promotions, enhance your 
enabling skills. They combine with your education, experience and expertise to open the right doors for you. Ignore enabling 
skills and you will eventually get stuck. Instead, gain those core enabling skills, whether it takes a few months or a few years. 

3. Understand the supervisor-subordinate relationship - You and your supervisor are part of a hierarchy. Organizations in 
every culture have hierarchies. A hierarchy is a system in which people are ranked one above the other according to their 
authority, status or responsibilities. Ranking creates “power distances” between people. We all have a model in our heads of 
the right and wrong ways for supervisors to behave, speak and dress. As a newcomer, you likely have two: a model of 
supervisors that originated in your first culture and another that is emerging as you work in the Canadian workplace. Make 
sure you have a strong understanding of the preferred style of supervision that is in your Canadian workplace. Leadership 
styles differ greatly across cultures. Even a small difference can be important.

The amount of power a supervisor or a subordinate has can be different between cultures, and even between various 
professions. For example, in the military, power belongs to superiors, according to the chain-of-command, and subordinates 
have very little power. In certain business cultures, supervisors hold most of the power. On the other hand, in the 
professional Canadian workplace, employees have a lot more control and influence compared to some workplace cultures. 
Supervisors are ultimately responsible for a team’s work, but they are appointed to help a team accomplish tasks and become 
better at them. Supervisors are tasked with enabling teams and building trust, not with controlling them. This means that 
team members need to have lots of initiative. They also need to find the boundaries to what they can do independently, 
through daily experiences. 

CULTURE BOX 3.6  The elements of credibility      

Expand	
  Technical	
  Skills
Exceed	
  Expecta2ons

Be	
  Flexible	
  
Master	
  Workplace	
  English
Be	
  Clear	
  Coherent	
  Concise	
  

Use	
  So=eners	
  
Build	
  Intercultural	
  Skills	
  
Show	
  a	
  Posi2ve	
  ADtude  

Credibility is the amount of respect  and trust you have from your 
colleagues and clients. Through your credibility, you have influence 
and control in various situations and decision making. Credibility is  
earned.  It is never ascribed by title, status or position. You are new 
to Canada, so be patient as you learn how to build credibility. 
Credibility in the workplace culture comes from combining strong 
enabling and technical skills. In the Canadian workplace, this 
combination tends to be about a 50-50 split.  Great technical skills 
and strong enabling skills are a winning combination - but  if you 
lack in either one, growing in credibility can be slow. 

Top  8 Ways to Build Credibility - Make sure you work on the 
following core habits and skills: 

1. Keep your technical skills up-to-date
2. Exceed job expectations
3. Be flexible and open to change
4. Master workplace English 
5. Have clear, coherent and concise communication skills
6. Build consensus using “softeners”
7. Develop strong intercultural skills  
8. Show a positive attitude to challenges  
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In a “high power distance” culture, supervisors make most 
decisions. Employees might show respect to a superior by not 
questioning orders. They might use titles when speaking to 
their supervisors, or  call them “boss”. Their  first language will  
include specific words to show respect to a senior. Employees 
defer many decisions to that supervisor. They rarely disagree 
with their supervisor, or speak up when the supervisor is 
wrong. The supervisor-subordinate relationship is often one of 
dependence.  

On the other hand, in a  “low power distance culture” like the 
Canadian workplace,  employees have a lot of influence. 
Supervisors are known by their first names. Supervisors expect 
everyone to contribute their ideas and expertise, to speak up 
when a mistake is going to be made, or even challenge decisions 
respectfully through suggestions or questions. The supervisor-
subordinate relationship is often one of interdependence. See 
Table 3.5 for a summary.  

4. Help your supervisor help you
Respect is at the centre of workplace culture. The best way to 
show respect to supervisors in the Canadian workplace is to 
help them help you. Take ownership of your day, your learning 
and your career development whenever possible. Learn quickly. 
Don’t sit waiting at your desk. Be involved in your day. Set 
yourself clear and achievable goals. Everything you do at work 
counts. It either moves you towards your career goals or away 
from them.  

High Power Distance Low Power Distance     
In a “high power distance” culture, supervisors make most 
decisions. Employees might show respect to a superior by not 
questioning orders. They might use titles when speaking to 
their supervisors, or  call them “boss”. Their  first language will  
include specific words to show respect to a senior. Employees 
defer many decisions to that supervisor. They rarely disagree 
with their supervisor, or speak up when the supervisor is 
wrong. The supervisor-subordinate relationship is often one of 
dependence.  

On the other hand, in a  “low power distance culture” like the 
Canadian workplace,  employees have a lot of influence. 
Supervisors are known by their first names. Supervisors expect 
everyone to contribute their ideas and expertise, to speak up 
when a mistake is going to be made, or even challenge decisions 
respectfully through suggestions or questions. The supervisor-
subordinate relationship is often one of interdependence. See 
Table 3.5 for a summary.  

4. Help your supervisor help you
Respect is at the centre of workplace culture. The best way to 
show respect to supervisors in the Canadian workplace is to 
help them help you. Take ownership of your day, your learning 
and your career development whenever possible. Learn quickly. 
Don’t sit waiting at your desk. Be involved in your day. Set 
yourself clear and achievable goals. Everything you do at work 
counts. It either moves you towards your career goals or away 
from them.  

Supervisors Supervisors 

     
In a “high power distance” culture, supervisors make most 
decisions. Employees might show respect to a superior by not 
questioning orders. They might use titles when speaking to 
their supervisors, or  call them “boss”. Their  first language will  
include specific words to show respect to a senior. Employees 
defer many decisions to that supervisor. They rarely disagree 
with their supervisor, or speak up when the supervisor is 
wrong. The supervisor-subordinate relationship is often one of 
dependence.  

On the other hand, in a  “low power distance culture” like the 
Canadian workplace,  employees have a lot of influence. 
Supervisors are known by their first names. Supervisors expect 
everyone to contribute their ideas and expertise, to speak up 
when a mistake is going to be made, or even challenge decisions 
respectfully through suggestions or questions. The supervisor-
subordinate relationship is often one of interdependence. See 
Table 3.5 for a summary.  

4. Help your supervisor help you
Respect is at the centre of workplace culture. The best way to 
show respect to supervisors in the Canadian workplace is to 
help them help you. Take ownership of your day, your learning 
and your career development whenever possible. Learn quickly. 
Don’t sit waiting at your desk. Be involved in your day. Set 
yourself clear and achievable goals. Everything you do at work 
counts. It either moves you towards your career goals or away 
from them.  

• tell subordinates 
• are called by their titles.
• manage people.
• make the decisions. 

• ask subordinates
• are called by first names.
• enable and resource people.  
• expect collaboration. 

     
In a “high power distance” culture, supervisors make most 
decisions. Employees might show respect to a superior by not 
questioning orders. They might use titles when speaking to 
their supervisors, or  call them “boss”. Their  first language will  
include specific words to show respect to a senior. Employees 
defer many decisions to that supervisor. They rarely disagree 
with their supervisor, or speak up when the supervisor is 
wrong. The supervisor-subordinate relationship is often one of 
dependence.  

On the other hand, in a  “low power distance culture” like the 
Canadian workplace,  employees have a lot of influence. 
Supervisors are known by their first names. Supervisors expect 
everyone to contribute their ideas and expertise, to speak up 
when a mistake is going to be made, or even challenge decisions 
respectfully through suggestions or questions. The supervisor-
subordinate relationship is often one of interdependence. See 
Table 3.5 for a summary.  

4. Help your supervisor help you
Respect is at the centre of workplace culture. The best way to 
show respect to supervisors in the Canadian workplace is to 
help them help you. Take ownership of your day, your learning 
and your career development whenever possible. Learn quickly. 
Don’t sit waiting at your desk. Be involved in your day. Set 
yourself clear and achievable goals. Everything you do at work 
counts. It either moves you towards your career goals or away 
from them.  

SubordinatesSubordinates

     
In a “high power distance” culture, supervisors make most 
decisions. Employees might show respect to a superior by not 
questioning orders. They might use titles when speaking to 
their supervisors, or  call them “boss”. Their  first language will  
include specific words to show respect to a senior. Employees 
defer many decisions to that supervisor. They rarely disagree 
with their supervisor, or speak up when the supervisor is 
wrong. The supervisor-subordinate relationship is often one of 
dependence.  

On the other hand, in a  “low power distance culture” like the 
Canadian workplace,  employees have a lot of influence. 
Supervisors are known by their first names. Supervisors expect 
everyone to contribute their ideas and expertise, to speak up 
when a mistake is going to be made, or even challenge decisions 
respectfully through suggestions or questions. The supervisor-
subordinate relationship is often one of interdependence. See 
Table 3.5 for a summary.  

4. Help your supervisor help you
Respect is at the centre of workplace culture. The best way to 
show respect to supervisors in the Canadian workplace is to 
help them help you. Take ownership of your day, your learning 
and your career development whenever possible. Learn quickly. 
Don’t sit waiting at your desk. Be involved in your day. Set 
yourself clear and achievable goals. Everything you do at work 
counts. It either moves you towards your career goals or away 
from them.  

• don’t question those 
decisions.

• rarely disagree, never 
publicly. 

• usually defer to 
supervisor. 

• seldom take initiative. 
• wait to be told what to do.
• depend on technical skills 

and supervisors for 
promotion. 

• need to have fewer career 
desires and be loyal to an 
organization. 

• have a lot of influence in 
decision making.

• question decisions 
respectfully.

• take initiative.
• find and ask what to do next.  
• use strong technical and 

strong “enabling skills” to get 
promoted. 

• need to be flexible in career, 
open to new opportunities 
and new employers.  

     
In a “high power distance” culture, supervisors make most 
decisions. Employees might show respect to a superior by not 
questioning orders. They might use titles when speaking to 
their supervisors, or  call them “boss”. Their  first language will  
include specific words to show respect to a senior. Employees 
defer many decisions to that supervisor. They rarely disagree 
with their supervisor, or speak up when the supervisor is 
wrong. The supervisor-subordinate relationship is often one of 
dependence.  

On the other hand, in a  “low power distance culture” like the 
Canadian workplace,  employees have a lot of influence. 
Supervisors are known by their first names. Supervisors expect 
everyone to contribute their ideas and expertise, to speak up 
when a mistake is going to be made, or even challenge decisions 
respectfully through suggestions or questions. The supervisor-
subordinate relationship is often one of interdependence. See 
Table 3.5 for a summary.  

4. Help your supervisor help you
Respect is at the centre of workplace culture. The best way to 
show respect to supervisors in the Canadian workplace is to 
help them help you. Take ownership of your day, your learning 
and your career development whenever possible. Learn quickly. 
Don’t sit waiting at your desk. Be involved in your day. Set 
yourself clear and achievable goals. Everything you do at work 
counts. It either moves you towards your career goals or away 
from them.  

Table 3.5 Comparing High and Low Power Distance Table 3.5 Comparing High and Low Power Distance 

Unwritten Rule #17  Master English, even once you’re employed 

Ultimately, only you know whether or not you have mastered enough English for work. Test scores can help, as well as 
compliments from peers or instructors. But only you know if you truly can think and understand in English. If you don’t have 
this confidence, don’t stop learning until you do master workplace English. Language limits will eventually limit your career. 

Know this key insight: You are expected to master workplace English. Many newcomers gain employment with too little 
English. They assume that because they were hired, their  employers have accepted their English skills as “good enough”. 
Actually, many employers hire newcomers with less than good English because they trust them to take ownership of their 
learning, identify their gaps, and get the training they need. This is often an unspoken expectation. Just because you were hired 
doesn’t mean you are fully qualified for the position. In Canada, the labour pool is shrinking due to an aging population. This 
opens more opportunities for newcomers who may have the technical skills but lack in certain enabling skills, like strong 
English. You could easily be hired, and no one will tell you your English, or other enabling skills are not strong enough. No one 
is going to tell you to develop them. Just because no one is saying anything, doesn’t mean no one sees the lack of confidence you 
feel. You need to take ownership of learning English. Don’t stop until you master it. 

Use only English: When you use your first language in an English-speaking workplace work, you look incompetent. When you 
have conversations in your first language with coworkers from the same language, other colleagues will think you are talking 
about them. When you are determined to use English, even if you make a mistake, people will admire you. Use your first 
language when it is an advantage, such as translating for others in the workplace. You can’t lose your first language. It is part of 
your family heritage. However, you have too many years ahead of you in Canada, in your career, to be satisfied with your 
current level of English or your communication skills. Persevere to learn English and be a strong communicator.    
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CULTURE BOX 3.7  Eye contact  

Eye contact differs from one culture to the next. In Canada, 
holding eye contact with the person(s) you are talking with 
is essential to show you are listening. This includes talking 
with a senior colleague or to a group of people in a meeting.

Keeping your eyes down, or not looking people in the eyes, 
gives the impression you are untrustworthy, disinterested, 
hiding something, or not confident. You also need to break 
eye contact about every 4 or 5 seconds. Look up, or to the 
side, as if you are remembering something. Don’t stare too 
long into a person’s eyes. 

Take note of how other Canadians make eye contact. Be 
more aware of eye contact with colleagues from the 
opposite gender or other cultures - it is often tied to power 
and showing respect.             

CULTURE BOX 3.8   Gift giving  

Gift giving is a universal human norm. However, when and 
how and to whom a gift is given at work is culturally defined. 
For example, in certain cultures, giving your supervisor a 
gift or inviting your boss to your house for dinner is 
common. In Canada, it is uncommon, as is taking your team 
out for a meal and paying for everyone. 

In the Canadian workplace, there are unspoken rules 
around gift giving, although this does depend on the kind of 
relationship between people. Sometimes close work 
colleagues will take turns in buying each other lunch, but 
often people will buy their own lunches. Turn taking 
between colleagues to buy coffee is common. It also 
common at times to bring in “treats” such as cakes or 
candies and leave them in the lunch room with a note telling 
people to enjoy the treats. Teams often celebrate birthdays; 
people usually share the cost of buying a cake. They will 
sing happy birthday and give everyone a slice of cake. To 
celebrate ethnic holidays, newcomers often bring in ethnic 
“treats” for co-workers to share in the celebration. At times, 
employees are encouraged to give small money donations 
or their time to volunteer for charities raising money to help 
people. Be aware of the “unwritten rules” of gift giving at 
work.                    
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Case Study 4 - Habib came from Central Asia  to Canada. He had been a 
senior manager in a company but was unable to find similar work in 
Canada. Then he completed a bridging program that put him back into his 
career  at the end of five months training. He had a work placement as a 
junior manager in a fast-growing company. The instructors in the bridging 
program were happy for him. Habib had been one of the best students in 
the program. He had attention to detail and was very pleasant with his 
instructors. He was expected to succeed. However, after a month, the 
company terminated his work placement suddenly. 

A representative from the human resources department at the company 
gave the following two reasons for terminating Habib’s employment. He 
was too directive with his subordinates. He was ingratiating with his own 
supervisor. Being directive means that Habib kept telling subordinates 
what to do, instead of using a low power distance management style (Table 
3.5 on pg. 63). His team wanted to be trusted to work without his constant 
supervision. In the Canadian workplace, he needed to be more persuasive 
i.e. asking, suggesting, enabling, equipping etc.      

Moreover, Habib was misunderstood as being ingratiating. He tried to get 
into a position of trust with his own supervisors by giving small gifts and 
inviting them to dinner at his house. This would have been very difficult 
for his supervisors to accept, and difficult for them to refuse without 
offending him. In the Canadian workplace, a supervisor must never show 
special favor to any employee. A supervisor must be objective. A supervisor 
must hold ultimate responsibility for projects, but must also release 
employees to work more independently. A supervisor guides, mentors, 
resolves difficult conflict, and supports the team whenever necessary.  
Power distance is important to understand. Cultural intelligence matters.   

CULTURE BOX 3.9  Initiative  

Initiative is the ability to assess a situation by yourself and then to make independent decisions on what to do.  It means 
initiating activities independently, whenever you supervisor would simply tell you to go ahead and do them. 

Initiative is one of the most important abilities for the Canadian workplace because there is not much power distance 
between supervisors and those they oversee. You are expected to lead yourself  as much as you can. Everyone uses 
initiative in life. For example, you likely used initiative to immigrate to Canada. However, if  you originate from a first culture 
with a more hierarchical management structure, you may not be used to using lots of initiative at work. It may take time to 
know when you should initiate and when you should first ask a supervisor. 

Interviews with many supervisors across multiple professions in Canada suggests they look for two main qualities  in a 
newcomer: first, a willingness to learn,  and second, the ability to use initiative. Perfect English was rarely in the top 3 
preferred skills. If  you are willing to learn and have initiative, better English will naturally develop through working and 
learning.  Figure out what you are permitted to do without asking and do it  with excellence. Don’t forget, the most important 
initiative you can take is to assume ownership of learning English. Don’t depend on others to do it for you.         
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CULTURE BOX 3.10  Religion. Politics. Money.   CULTURE BOX 3.11  Washrooms and other 
sensibilities       

Religious beliefs, just like income levels and personal political views, 
are kept mostly private in the workplace. Limited discussion on these 
topics helps colleagues avoid differences with strongly held 
opinions. 

The Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms protects the public’s 
right to religious expression. That being said, avoiding religious, 
political and money discussions, or limiting them to close colleagues, 
will express the corresponding value of balancing personal rights 
and personal responsibilities. Every Canadian has freedom of 
expression and beliefs, but is also responsible to avoid unnecessary 
conflict. Employers are required to accommodate religious customs 
such as prayer or time off work for religious celebrations and 
holidays, as long as it doesn’t cause “undue hardship” for business 
i.e. financial loss, unmanageable workforce disruption or health and 
safety concerns. Undue hardship must be evaluated on a case-by-
case basis, but most employers are happy to practice reasonable 
accommodation for religious practices. Just remember, it is up to you 
to request the accommodation. 

Discussing salaries and money is also avoided in the workplace. 
Salaries are usually not negotiated, unless the company was trying to 
hire you specifically e.g. from another company. Usually, your salary 
is set according to a grid system. A salary grid is a table that could 
take the following structure: the number of years of experience along 
the horizontal rows, and years of education along the vertical rows. 
The Human Resources department will use your education and work 
experience to plot you on the company’s salary matrix. You may ask 
for clarification on how your salary was set, but there will likely not be 
much chance to negotiate. Generally, Canada is not a negotiation 
culture.    

These are sensitive topics. No one really 
wants to discuss this at work so lets be frank. 
Without any intent to disrespect any previous 
practices, it is suggested that you assume the 
following habits, if you don’t already: 

• Don’t sniff and then swallow in public - blow 
your nose straight away, and if possible 
wash your hands to prevent the spread of 
germs. 

• Public washrooms are places to keep 
clean, versus to clean yourself, meaning: 
spit in the toilet quietly, never in the sink. 
Blow your nose into a facial tissue or toilet 
paper, never into the sink or toilet. Always 
flush the toilet/urinal and keep the seat 
clean. Make sure any female sanitary 
products are disposed of in the trash, not 
the toilet. Wash your hands and throw the 
towel into the designated trash can. If 
necessary, request that a trash can be put 
near the washroom door to throw hand 
towel into, if you use it to open the door to 
break the bacteria chain. 

• If you wash before prayer, work out the 
details of this process with your HR 
department so that it becomes integrated 
into typical washroom custom. 

• If you cough or sneeze, try to do it into your 
sleeve if you have no facial tissue.        
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Master Workplace English  

Mastering workplace English doesn’t mean perfection. Rather, 
it means to be in command. To have a learning plan. To keep 
actively  learning the language until it’s yours. Principle 4 looks 
at the reasons and ways to take more responsibility for 
learning English. Then, eight strategies will be explored to 
make your English pronunciation clear while keeping your 
native accent.      
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Integration in process 
CASE STUDY
Integration in process 

Yuri 
Yuri immigrated to Canada from the eastern part of  the European Union. He 
had a degree in criminal law and had worked in law enforcement in his 
previous country. However, in Canada, it seemed like an impossibility to get 
back into his previous profession. Yuri took a job in a private security 
company,  but the work was uninteresting.  It paid the bills while he upgraded 
his English. Then, Yuri found out that he could do a year-long diploma in law 
enforcement at a local university-college. He completed the program, finishing 
in the top three of his class,  and was recruited back into a career in law 
enforcement.  To pay off his student loan, Yuri put his name down on a list at 
his new job to pick up any additional shifts when someone was sick or on 
vacation.  

The Problem
Yuri understood law enforcement well and his English skills were good. He had 
a strong academic background in reading and writing.  He also could speak 
well and comprehend most communication. He was very likable.

        

But most of his colleagues could not understand him, especially when he spoke through the radio. Yuri’s pronunciation was not 
clear. Within a few weeks, Yuri noticed he was getting passed over for any additional shifts.  He was now working part time. He 
spoke with his supervisor to find out why. The supervisor was very frank about the issue. Yuri’s pronunciation was unclear, 
which made two-way radio communication difficult with his team when they were in other parts of the building. It made the 
workplace unsafe since they were in charge of  dangerous persons for most of the shift. If Yuri’s pronunciation didn’t become 
clear soon, he would likely be out of a job. 

The Solutions
Yuri considered his options. He could not imagine a different career. He had worked too hard to achieve his goal. He decided 
he would aim to understand as much about pronunciation as he knew about law. He thought about who he knew in his network 
that  could help him. He contacted an English instructor from his previous English language program. They met for coffee. Yuri 
explained his challenge and asked for advice. The instructor suggested two websites and a specific book to study. He also 
recommended a clear speech course for working professionals held at the language school.  Yuri could not attend due to his 
shift work. Then the instructor offered to meet with Yuri for one hour over five Saturday mornings to help him clear his speech. 
As long as Yuri bought the coffee, the lessons would be free. The instructor also made it clear that Yuri had to take full 
ownership of changing. He didn’t need to change his accent;  rather, he had to change three speech habits. He spoke too fast 
in English,  which made each word unclear.  He needed to pause between his thought groups, especially  on the radio. And he 
had to stop using unnecessary interjections, such as “um”, “ah”,  “like”,  “kinda”. This offer of help from a language expert 
changed Yuri’s life forever.

Taking Ownership
But he didn’t just rely  on the coaching. He studied the pronunciation book and picked up a second book from the library. He 
also used his computer to record his  voice and practice clearer pronunciation. He asked for feedback from trusted colleagues 
at work. Although Yuri needed some expert help, the solutions and determination to succeed had to begin and stay with him.   
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What does master mean? 
Mastering English doesn’t mean speaking English perfectly. Do you speak your first 
language perfectly?  Do you know every word and could you pass a grammar test? 
Probably not. Mastering English has another more achievable meaning: to gain control 
over it. To own it. You take responsibility for setting learning goals, finding learning 
strategies, staying motivated and rewarding yourself for growth. Aim for achievable short-
term goals that build on each other into real success.            

Why mastering workplace English is important       
1. For career opportunities - Your career opportunities are tied to your skills in English. 

English may never feel like your first language, but it is the most powerful tool for your 
career path. That has effects on your family, your colleagues and your future.    

2. To show you are a learner - The more your English improves at work, the more 
colleagues will notice. They will know you as a motivated learner who never gives up, 
which are qualities that will open career opportunities for you. Mastering English for 
work doesn’t mean that you aim for perfection. In the workplace, your pronunciation 
needs to be clear and you should practice good oral communication skills. But less than 
perfect grammar, or not always finding the exact English word, will likely not limit your 
opportunities. More importantly, people who consistently grow and change are valuable 
in the Canadian workplace.              

K E Y P O I N T - M a s t e r i n g 
Workplace English doesn’t  mean 
perfection.  Rather, it means to be 
in command. To have a learning 
plan .  To rest  when you need to. 
But to keep actively learning the 
language until it’s yours.       

3. Because just enough is not enough - Mastering workplace English is important because having “just enough” English puts a 
burden on co-workers. Work that should come to you goes to them because your level of responsibility has peaked with your 
English skills. For example, if you have the expertise, you should speak to the client. But sometimes supervisors have to ask 
another member on the team to give a presentation to the client, instead of the newcomer. This is acceptable if it is clear that 
you are actively learning, and perhaps still lack confidence. However, if you have stopped learning the language, and show no 
interest, others need to take on tasks that should come to you. 

4. Because it’s an unspoken employer expectation - Mastering English for work is also an unspoken employer expectation. You 
may have been hired with “just enough” English for your current role, but your employer will expect you to want more 
complex responsibilities in the future. You will need English. Press into it. 

5. Because it’s possible to have more than enough English - Do your English skills feel “just enough”?  There are many 
newcomers in the same situation. There are some newcomers with more English than you, but they have stopped learning. 
There are others with less English than you who will soon have more than you. Everyone is growing. Everyone is at different 
stages of the integration journey. Yet, the only person you are responsible for is you. Learning the language takes time. There 
are few short cuts.    

3. Because just enough is not enough - Mastering workplace English is important because having “just enough” English puts a 
burden on co-workers. Work that should come to you goes to them because your level of responsibility has peaked with your 
English skills. For example, if you have the expertise, you should speak to the client. But sometimes supervisors have to ask 
another member on the team to give a presentation to the client, instead of the newcomer. This is acceptable if it is clear that 
you are actively learning, and perhaps still lack confidence. However, if you have stopped learning the language, and show no 
interest, others need to take on tasks that should come to you. 

4. Because it’s an unspoken employer expectation - Mastering English for work is also an unspoken employer expectation. You 
may have been hired with “just enough” English for your current role, but your employer will expect you to want more 
complex responsibilities in the future. You will need English. Press into it. 

5. Because it’s possible to have more than enough English - Do your English skills feel “just enough”?  There are many 
newcomers in the same situation. There are some newcomers with more English than you, but they have stopped learning. 
There are others with less English than you who will soon have more than you. Everyone is growing. Everyone is at different 
stages of the integration journey. Yet, the only person you are responsible for is you. Learning the language takes time. There 
are few short cuts.    

CULTURE BOX 4.1  Busting the perfect grammar myth   

Many newcomers believe that they need perfect grammar before they can speak with confidence in the workplace. In written 
correspondence,  good grammar is important. If you are ever unsure about your grammar, ask a colleague to help write it 
correctly. However, for speaking, there is more flexibility. It  is better to speak than to be silent when everyone on your team 
wants you to contribute your ideas. If you are nervous, first write out in point  form what you want to say. This  doesn’t mean you 
shouldn’t get better at grammar, but less than perfect grammar should never stop you from speaking. In some languages, 
native-speakers will stop non-native speakers in mid-sentence, if they make a grammar mistake. Not so in English. It is rare 
that  a Canadian will stop and correct you. Keep you words and sentences simple. Be concise. Be organized. Don’t let the 
perfect grammar myth stop you. 
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How to master English for work       
There is no one way to develop strong English skills. Each person has a preferred learning style. Everyone has their own learning 
strategies and their own specific gaps to close. Table 4.1 is a set of eight foundational tips for building stronger English skills.   

1. Own it. 
Own it means take full responsibility and control of learning 
English. Take 100 percent ownership. You may need teachers, 
tutors and mentors to help you, but they can never be 
responsible. You have to “own” all of the learning and 
practicing. Also, your family may need to give you time and 
space to do it. They will need to support you in learning.     

2. Be Specific.  
Focus on what you need to learn - reading, writing, speaking, 
listening, grammar, communication style, cultural intelligence, 
vocabulary. Be more specific - if it’s vocabulary, is it technical 
jargon, company abbreviations and jargon, idiomatic 
language, phrasal verbs etc. Then prioritize - what should 
come first. Set clear, specific and detailed goals that are 
achievable. Set short-term timelines, this week, the next three 
months etc. Put those into long-term timelines e.g. three years.  

3. Be Deliberate.  
Choose active strategies, not passive attempts. Listening to the 
radio or watching television are not effective ways of learning. 
If those two strategies were really effective for becoming 
stronger in English, more newcomers would be fluent. 
Instead, use deliberate practice that is highly targeted to the 
language gaps you need to close. For example, instead of 
watching TV to target listening skills, put a DVD into your 
computer. Listen for a few seconds to the actors, then write out 
what you hear. Rewind. Listen again. Review what you wrote. 
Rewind till you hear it all. Then do the next section, and so on. 
Then put the closed captions on and check what you wrote 
against the script. Or go online and find the movie script. Most 
are freely downloadable. Then learn the new vocabulary, or 
new sentence structures. Ask native-speakers at work to 
explain things you can’t figure out alone. This is deliberate 
practice. It is tough. It’s lonely. It costs time. But it pays in the 
long run. Own it. Don’t wait for someone else to do it for you.  

4. Stay Motivated.   
Get your reasons correct. Your motivations guide you like an 
internal compass. You have to find the right reasons to keep 
you motivated. You may have immigrated to Canada for your 
family’s future, but to master English, you will need personal 
motivations as well. A mix of internal and external motivators 
is a good idea. If you can “fall in love” with English, that 
would probably be enough. But some newcomers have more 
of a “love-hate” relationship with the language. English might 
simply be a means to an end goal, such as a  job promotion to 
more interesting work. When you write out your goals, spend 
time identifying your motivations for wanting stronger 
English skills. Keep revisiting those reasons as you learn. 
Those reasons for learning will help you persevere when 
learning feels difficult.  

5. Use Self-directed Study. 
Teachers play a key role in your learning. But as you move 
past the elementary levels of English, you need to take much 
more control of your learning goals and strategies. Once you 
are employed, you need to set aside time outside of work to be 
self-directed in your study. It might be an hour a week or ten 
hours or more. The best choice is to combine classroom study 
with self-directed learning. 

6. Take Formal Training.   
Many choices for learning are available. Go online and find 
the schools, colleges and tutors and courses you need. Your 
company may offer in-house language, culture and integration 
training workshops. If not, suggest it, and use this desk-
reference as a text book. Own it. Don’t wait for someone else 
to do it for you.  

7. Connect with mentors  
You can connect with mentors and colleagues at work who 
enjoy helping newcomers. Such people are in every 
organization. Ask your supervisor to help you find and 
connect with them. Don’t wait for someone else to initiate this.    

8. Don’t Plateau. 
A “plateau” is a wide flat piece of land. It is used to describe 
someone who stops growing, instead of “climbing” further up 
the mountain of learning to reach higher goals. Make strong 
English your mountain top goal. Make life-long learning your 
personal habit. Don’t give up. 

Table 4.1 Eight Tips for Building Strong English Skills  
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What is clear pronunciation? 
Clear speech is the right use of speed, pause and specific English sounds to make sure your 
message is understood the first time you speak. Without clear speech your words and ideas 
are not plain to listeners. Clear pronunciation does not mean you assume a Canadian accent. 
Many native-speakers emigrate from the US and UK every year. They never change their 
accents but they are able to speak clearly. Often, their vowel sounds (a-e-i-o-u) are a little 
different to Canadian vowels in English, but Canadians still understand them the first time 
they speak. This is a narrow generalization on a  very complex topic, but when you are 
working and lack time, you need to know what can make a big difference in speech clarity in a 
short time.          

Why clear pronunciation is important        
Using clear speech limits misunderstandings of your message. People will understand you the 
first time you communicate a message. In fact, in oral communication, clear speech is more 
important than perfect grammar.   

KEY POINT - To speak clearly 
monitor your speed, pause 
strategically, and limit your 
interjections,  such as “um” and 
“ah”.        

CULTURE BOX 4.2  Seeking clarification  

If  you don’t understand something at  work, ask for clarification from the speaker, or from a native-speaker. Avoid asking a 
colleague who speaks your language.  They might also be wrong. Use mostly English at work; limit your first language to 
outside work. 

You are expected to ask questions, especially if your English is not very strong. Supervisors and colleagues are happy to 
give clarification so that mistakes are avoided and time is not lost. The only dumb question is the one you keep asking. Write 
down in your notebook what you will likely forget. Never say “yes I understand” when you don’t. Ask. 

Seven Steps for Seeking Clarification - For clarification, use the following strategy:    

1. Tell the person what you did understand, using his/her words.
2. Ask the person to explain again what you didn’t understand. Keep your own English words simple. 
3. Ask the person to use simple language. 
4. Get the person to speak slowly and clearly, if you still don’t understand.
5. Repeat it back to the person to check if you are correct. 
6. Write it down if you need to.
7. Thank the person for showing patience while you were seeking clarification.
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How to speak clearly 
There are many good books on pronunciation, but they can take a long time to learn. Usually, a newcomer can make big gains in 
a short time by working on the eight features of pronunciation listed in Table 4.2.   

1. Speed 
Slow down your speaking speed a little. If English is not your 
first language, you don’t have to speak fast to be clear. No one 
expects you to speak fast. Only you. You probably sound less 
like a native speaker when you speak fast. If you are trying to 
cover up grammar mistakes by speaking fast, stop. Very often, 
increasing how much you think in English in the day will 
decrease translation in your head, and increase your speed 
more naturally. Thinking in English doesn’t happen in a day - 
you have to choose to do it, even when it feels more like 
mental gymnastics than a natural choice. This is clear speech. 

2. Pause 
Use a pause between your “thought groups” in a sentence. 
Thought groups are the way ideas, expressed as words, group 
together in chunks. For example, let’s take the following quote 
by Peter Senghe, a pioneer in the learning organization, and 
put it into thought groups: [If change is] - [the essence of life] - 
[then] - [we must be willing] - [to surrender what we are] - [for 
what we can become.] The grouping of thoughts is natural, 
and there are a few other ways they could be grouped. The 
main point is to make sure you use better pause. This is clear 
speech.

3. Interjections 
Limit sounds like “um”, “ah”. Or words such as like, kinda 
etc. Or repeating words or  making noises or  even laughing. 
These are interjections. They make it hard to listen and follow 
you through the end of your message. Interjections occur if 
you are translating in your mind, or can’t find the English 
word. You usually don’t know you are doing them, unless 
someone tells you. Rather slow down, take a deep breath, say 
nothing for a moment. Try a different word or approach. 
Silence makes people listen more. This is clear speech. 

4. Stop Consonants  
The letters P T K B D G at the end of words need to be harder 
and clearer in English. Some languages don’t use them at all at 
the end, and that habit carries into speaking English. Your 
words sound chopped off at the end. This is often important 
for newcomers whose first languages are one of the following: 
Spanish, Mandarin, Cantonese, and the South-east Asian 
languages such as Thai and Vietnamese etc. This is clear 
speech. 

5. Multi-syllable Words
Certain English words are longer than the words in some 
languages. They are made up of three or more syllables e.g. 
“en-gi-neer” or    “a-count-ant.”  Some non-native speakers  
drop a middle syllable  such as  “gi” in “en-eer”. Also, some 
newcomers might drop sounds such as the “t” in “accoun-an”.  
This makes your speech unclear. Speak a little slower, and 
pronounce the full word - all the syllables. This is clear speech.  

6. Sentence Stress  
The key words in any sentence are pronounced with more 
emphasis, a little louder. These are the words that carry the 
key meaning in the message. If you don’t stress these words a 
little more, your speech sounds flat and the listener finds it 
hard to follow your ideas. It is similar to the telegram, before 
we had telephones. Only the words that carried meaning were 
written on the telegram. Sentence stress is the same practice - 
emphasize the words that carry the meaning. This is clear 
speech. 

7. Enunciation 
Watch how sounds are formed in the mouth. Open your 
mouth wide enough to make certain sounds in English. In 
some cultures, showing teeth or an open mouth are impolite. 
Not so in English. You should enunciate your words like 
native-speakers. 

8. Accent 
Keep your accent. It is part of your heritage. Focus on two or 
three pronunciation changes that make a big difference to your 
speech clarity.    

Table 4.2 Eight Pronunciation Tips  
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CULTURE BOX 4.3  Seeking feedback   

The purpose of feedback on your performance is for you to grow as a 
professional. Continuous learning is highly valued by employers. That includes 
both your technical and non-technical skills. Feedback is the comments and 
suggestions you receive from colleagues. It can happen formally. For 
example,  you will probably have performance reviews at least once a year 
with your supervisor to plan your goals and develop ways to close any gaps. 
Feedback can also happen informally from coworkers and clients. 

Canadians tend to suggest more then “tell” you what to change. They will also 
tend to affirm what you did well before suggesting changes to what is not 
working. Consequently, if you expect very direct feedback on what  you are 
doing wrong, you will likely not get it. You will have to ask for it. One way of 
seeking direct feedback is to ask the following way: what should I stop doing, 
start doing and keep doing? These questions give an easy framework for 
people to give you constructive feedback, and to be direct without  feeling 
uncomfortable. You could also use that same feedback model with trusted 
colleagues or mentors. If you are unsure what they mean, ask them to clarify 
more.  But don’t  keep asking; write down what they say and put it into practice 
first. Timing is everything in feedback.          

Unwritten Rule # 18    Use only English at work    

If you work with colleagues with the same first language as yours, try to speak 
English together in the workplace. Outside the workplace is different. At work, 
speak English as much as possible. 

When you speak another language, unfamiliar to your colleagues, you create a 
low trust environment. People want to be included in conversations. They don’t 
want to feel on the outside. English is the one language that everyone can 
understand. Having everyone speak English, so that no one is excluded, is the 
most common request by employers in a multicultural organization. Employers 
don’t expect perfect English; only that everyone tries to use English first.

Yet, it is easy to get tired in the day, if you are not working in your first language. 
Sometimes you do need to take a break from English. But when possible, use 
English first. It is good for your career.   
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Contributing Practitioners and Consultants

Alberta
• Cindy Messaros: Project Manager, Alberta Workforce Essential Skills Society, Red Deer, Alberta. 
• Lorene Anderson: Project Manager, Rural Routes Initiative, NorQuest College, Edmonton, Alberta. 
• Laurel Madro: Team Lead, Corporate Readiness Training Program, Bow Valley College, Calgary, Alberta.  
• Paul Schultz: Business Development Officer, Workplace Training Services, Bow Valley College, Calgary, Alberta. 
• Karen Hammond: President, Hammond &Associates Inc., Calgary, Alberta
• Carolyn Dieleman: Manager, Language Training, Immigration Policy and Programs Branch, Alberta Employment and 

Immigration, Edmonton, Alberta. 
• Justine Light: ESL Consultant, Daylight Consulting, Edmonton, Alberta. 
• Karen Berg: Team Leader, Bridge to Transit Operators Program, NorQuest College, Edmonton, Alberta.

Saskatchewan
• Tim Helfrich: Coordinator, English Language Services, Advanced Education, Employment & Immigration, Saskatchewan 

Immigration, Regina, Saskatchewan.
• Ruth Epstein: ESL/EAL specialist, Saskatoon, Saskatchewan. 

Manitoba  
• Kathleen Clarke: ESP Curriculum and Instructor Support, English for Specific Purposes Programs, The University of 

Winnipeg, Winnipeg, Manitoba.
• Liz Choi: Program Coordinator, English for Specific Purposes Programs, The University of Winnipeg, Winnipeg, 

Manitoba.
• Marcia Friesen: Director, Internationally-Educated Engineers Qualification Program, University of Manitoba, Winnipeg, 

Manitoba. 
• Margaret Pidlaski: Director, Adult Language Training Branch, Manitoba Labor and Immigration, Winnipeg, Manitoba. 
• Dale Klassen: English at Work Coordinator, Adult Language Training Branch, Manitoba Labor and Immigration, 

Winnipeg, Manitoba. 
• Manola Barlow: Diversity Coordinator, Manitoba Nurses Union, Winnipeg, Manitoba. 
• Anna Bird: EAl Specialist, Adult Language Training Branch, Manitoba Labor and Immigration, Winnipeg, Manitoba.
• Paul Vieira: Program Coordinator, Adult Language Training Branch, Manitoba Labor and Immigration, Winnipeg, 

Manitoba.
• Lei Wang: Program Coordinator, Adult Language Training Branch, Manitoba Labor and Immigration, Winnipeg, 

Manitoba.
• Lin Campbell: Program Development Coordinator, Adult Language Training Branch, Manitoba Labor and Immigration, 

Winnipeg, Manitoba.

Ontario
• Phil Schalm: Program Director, Gateway for International Professionals, The Chang School, Ryerson University, Toronto, 

Ontario.
• Nava Israel: Program Manager, Workplace Communication in Canada, The Chang School, Ryerson University, Toronto, 

Ontario. 
• Tej Wadhwa: Program Manager, Internationally-Educated Social Work Professionals Bridging Program, The Chang 

School, Ryerson University, Toronto, Ontario. 
• Lori Buscher: Program Manager, Internationally-Educated Dietitians Pre-registration Program, The Chang School, 

Ryerson University, Toronto, Ontario.   
• Stanica Karadzic: Manager, Language Programs, Graybridge Malkam, Ottawa, Ontario.
• Sarah Gauen: Project Manager, Diversity Department,  Graybridge Malkam, Ottawa, Ontario. 
• Lionel Laroche: President, MCB Solutions, Markham, Ontario. 
• Mourad Mardikian: Manager, Language Training Unit, Immigration Programs Branch, Ministry of Citizenship and 

Immigration, Toronto, Ontario.  

Nova Scotia
• Donna McLean: Manager, Language and Skills Development (Economic Integration Branch), Immigrant Settlement & 

Integration Services, Halifax, Nova Scotia.

Newfoundland 
• Jamie Valvasori: Settlement and Integration Consultant, Central, Office of Immigration and Multiculturalism, Department 

of Human Resources Labour and Employment, Newfoundland. 
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Contributing Professional Association
The following newcomers, members at Certified Professional Accountants of Alberta, reviewed the Desk Reference and 
Workbook and provided valuable feedback through sharing their personal integration experiences.     

• Alina Carmen Muresan
• Edralyn Lopez Umali
• Elena Ozhog
• Emma Samar
• Glenn Chih-Hao Cheng
• Kashif M. Dar
• Olga Passaita
• Radu Bucsa
• Riwan Prasatya
• Sarah Rosario
• Victor Ukoh
• Yi Zhang
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