
 

 

French Connections – A Cross Cultural Experience 
Impact of culture on CPS facilitation 

 
By Kate Stuart-Cox 

 
Culture is defined as Òthe way of life of a part icular society or group /  the 
custom s, civ ilisat ion and achievem ents of a part icular t im e or peopleÓ (Oxford 
English Dict ionary) .  
 
We are all part  of a culture, inherit  culture, and are influenced by culture. These 
influences m ay be subt le, hard to define, and buried deep in our consciousness. 
I n this world m ade sm aller by advanced com m unicat ions, technology, and 
t ransport  we appear on the surface to be united in m any ways, to be part  of a 
global econom y;  m ore reliant  on each other than ever before, but  our own 
culture st ill owns us. I t  is st ill diff icult  to understand the subt let ies of, and adapt  
to the behaviour, at t itudes, and t radit ions of other nat ions.  
 
I n an internat ional com pany, cultural awareness and understanding at  all levels 
within the organisat ion is vital for success.  
 

French Connections 
 
Despite our increasing awareness and appreciat ion of internat ional food, tastes,  
and flavours. French cuisine cont inues to com m and the utm ost  respect  and 
adm irat ion around the world. Consequent ly, it  was a challenge to be asked to 
help the French div ision of the com pany to generate ideas for new products in 
their cooking and entertaining unit . 
 
The com pany operated in a fiercely com pet it ive m arket  place and the Cooking 
and Entertaining unit  was especially vulnerable. The CPS-B team  had been 
working closely with com pany directors to redirect  the new product  developm ent  
st rategy, em phasising the im portance of addressing potent ial target  m arkets and 
key consum er needs as early in the process as possible. Prior to this input , ideas 
had been put  forward som ewhat  at  random , and often, m istakenly, a supposedly 
good idea would be Ôshoe hornedÕ to fit  development criteria, result ing in failure 
since neither the target  m arket  nor consum er need had been addressed. 
 
I t  was m y task to help this new process on a sm aller scale by facilitat ing new 
product  developm ent  sessions for m y European colleagues. My client  in this case 
was responsible for the French m arket  and had already put  m arket  research in 
place to determ ine the m arkets and their key needs.  
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Six sessions were to take place over two days, and 2 or 3 ideas that  could be 
further developed by her editorial team  were required from  each session. The 
client  was eager to m ake the sessions interact ive by bringing in external resource 
group m em bers who were experts in the cooking field ( for exam ple a chef, a 
teacher, a cooking photographer, a hom e econom ist)  but  not  direct ly associated 
with the com pany. Their external v iewpoint , and fresh thinking would be 
st im ulat ing for the other group m em bers. 
 

 
Speaking their language 

 
The com panyÕs policy required that  all em ployees work with English as their 
com m on language, providing a vehicle for eff icient  internat ional com m unicat ion. 
Previous experience in facilitat ion of m ixed nat ionality groups had highlighted an 
interest ing problem . 
 
I n internat ional sessions, it  was st raight forward for people to follow the session 
int roduct ion, and the problem  background, but  it  was not  easy for them  to 
generate opt ions in a foreign language. These m ixed group sessions always 
included natural English speakers, and since they were obviously m ore act ive in 
the generat ion phases it  was vital to prevent  those to whom  English was not  their 
m other tongue from  ÔwithdrawingÕ from  the session through frust rat ion. Although 
the facilitator could slow the pace and m anage the group dynam ics to enable the 
non-English speakers to cont ribute m ore easily, it  was not  enough to overcome 
the problem ent irely. 
 
I m agine the scene for a m inute. You have an idea, but  you must  t ranslate it  into 
another language that  you have learned but  is not  second nature to you. Som e 
words donÕt  t ranslate well, som e not at  all, and you are using up precious 
creat ive energy t rying to convey the meaning of your idea. Meanwhile all around 
you ideas are flowing rapidly, other group m em bers have generated several 
ideas. Som eone has even called out  a sim ilar idea to your own. So you leave it . 
Another idea com es to m ind but  the sam e problem s occur. When you t ry and 
build on other ideas youÕre not  sure if youÕve understood, so you leave those too.  
You are enthusiast ic, open m inded, have valuable input  in the subject , and can 
think freely, but  ten m inutes have elapsed and you have not  put  forward one 
idea. How frust rated would you feel? 
 
Som eone who had experienced this dilem m a once described it  to m e as 
Ôbecom ing deafÕ for an afternoon. You can see what  is going on around you, you 
want  to join in, you can read the language to a certain extent , people expect  you 
to cont ribute, but  you feel isolated and rem oved from  the creat ive energy of the 
group. 
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I  realised that  if I  was to help the client  solve her problem  and facilitate the 
sessions product ively the ÔFrench onlyÕ speakers had to be able to generate and 
focus in their own language. Short  of cast ing a spell that  would turn my basic 
ÔschoolÕ French into f luency, I  had to f ind help with t ranslat ion. 
 
As luck would have it , the French office em ployed a bi- lingual Am erican Human 
Resources m anager. His experience in the HR departm ent  m eant  that  facilitat ion, 
and an understanding of group dynam ics were natural to him  and these 
at t r ibutes, plus his language skills, m ade him  perfect  for the role. I  also called on 
a colleague who had com pleted the CPS-B 5-day course and had facilitat ion 
experience using his French language skills to help m e with the volum e of  
sessions we had to tackle. 
 

Clients and Culture 
 
As we all know, the task appraisal between client  and facilitator is of v ital 
im portance for successful CPS facilitat ion. Failure to clarify a mutual 
understanding of the situat ion, object ives, and expectat ions results in a chaot ic, 
and ineffectual session. This is a difficult  stage of the process at  the best  of  
t im es, but  brings up m ore problem s when different  cultures m eet . 
 
Despite early task appraisal m eet ings and writ ten confirm at ion of session 
planning, object ives, and agendas I  experienced certain m isunderstandings with 
m y client  that  m aterialised through m y false assum pt ion of their understanding.  
Do either of the following scenarios sound familiar?  
 
You have just  joined a group of colleagues in conversat ion, they are talk ing fast  
and you m iss the gist  of the conversat ion.  You nod and join in as best  you can at  
appropriate t im es, hoping you will pick up the full m eaning later on. As far as 
your colleagues are concerned you are fully  on board. You are in a conversat ion 
with colleagues where som ething new is being explained, you genuinely think you 
have understood, and have no reason to query anything that  has been said. I t  is 
only later that  you m ay discover your m istake. I f this can happen easily in 
com m unicat ion in your nat ive tongue, im agine how it  m ust  be in a foreign 
language. 
 
Since I  only becam e aware of these m isunderstandings the afternoon before the 
sessions, I  had to m ake m any last  m inute changes in planning, preparat ion, and 
logist ics. For exam ple, m y client  had assum ed that  an outcom e of 2 or 3 product  
ÔideasÕ m eant  fully  worked up concepts involving editorial detail Ð not  the level 
one could norm ally produce on a Post - I t  note. The word ÔideaÕ had been 
m isinterpreted. I  was anxious that  we should not  curtail the generat ion phase too 
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early and cut  out  t im e to st retch the thinking and produce both novelty and 
usefulness. We had to work together to com e to a com prom ise that  would ensure 
the CPS process could be product ive, but  allow m ore input  than I  had planned.  
 

One Word, Many Interpretations 
 
I  m ent ioned earlier that  a word in one language m ay not  t ranslate well into 
another Ð the m eaning m ay be different . This problem  arose during one of the six 
sessions addressing the need for a product  based on the French word 
conviv ialite. There is an English word conviv iality m eaning sociabilit y;  fondness 
for good com pany, but  it  is somewhat old fashioned and rarely used. Conviv ialite 
in French has a different  meaning, but  it  was ext rem ely hard for m y client  to 
describe it  to m e in English.  
 
I  opened up this session by asking the resource group to draw Ôconviv ialiteÕ in 
pictures, asking them to describe feelings, places, things, that  would be in their 
conviv ial world. I nterest ingly, they did not  all agree with the clientÕs view, and 
there were som e fundam ental concerns am ong the group that  a product  based on 
conviv ilaite m ight  appeal to a narrow m arket . From  the drawings it  was possible 
to see som e com m on interpretat ions Ð creat ing a cosy, totally com fortable 
atm osphere;  opulence;  generosity and inform alit y in the am ount  of food and 
wine provided;  open ended length of stay for the m any guests. There were also 
several differences, and entertaining on this scale was seen by som e to represent  
a fantasy world not  f irm ly based in current  realit y. More im portant ly, it  was st ill 
im possible for them  to sum m arise the m eaning of conviv ialite in one clear  
phrase.  
 
The drawing exercise had certainly succeeded in revealing discrepancies in 
opinion. But  the client  was keen to pursue it  and we proceeded to generate ideas 
around the com m onalit ies. I t  is interest ing to note that  out  of the product  ideas 
generated from  the two days, those from  this session were the least  successful. 
This was especially apparent  at  the next  stage of product  developm ent  when the 
product  concepts were assessed at  an internat ional conference to evaluate their 
potent ial in the global m arketplace. The convivialite basis for the product  becam e 
even harder to explain to an internat ional audience with m any cont rast ing 
cultures. 
 
We m ay expect  to encounter cultural differences when we go to a foreign count ry  
with a foreign language, but  when I  looked over som e of the issues arising from  
m y French t r ip, I  concluded that  cultural m isunderstanding is not  peculiar to a 
foreign culture. I t  can also occur between individuals and organisat ions in your 
own count ry where they speak the sam e language, but  com m unicat ion is weak.  
Facilitat ing across cultures highlighted the im portance of a key requirem ent Ð 
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CPS facilitators Òm ust  be skilful com municatorsÓ ( I saksen & Dorval-  Facilitat ing 
Creat ive Problem  Solving) .  
 
How was it useful? 
¥ Working with a t ranslator. Use HR personnel if you need in house com pany 

t ranslat ion  Ð they are use to group facilitat ion, and generally int r igued or 
experienced in creat ive processes. Try and m eet  with your t ranslator 
beforehand and conduct  a task appraisal with them  to discover whether 
your and their expectat ions in term s of input  and output  m atch. The m ore 
you can work together as a cohesive team  the bet ter. Make sure they know 
how m uch they are appreciated especially if they are giving up precious 
t im e to help you. 

¥ Check with the client  m ore than you think is necessary Ð check any 
changes the day before Ð object ives, roles, t im ing, agenda, num ber of 
group m em bers, and logist ics. A seem ingly sm all change to them  m ay 
im pact  great ly on your planning. 

¥ Be wary of m aking the assum pt ion that  the client  has understood. I f he/ she 
speaks another language Ð clarify with the client  as m uch as possible. Use 
your intuit ion Ð they m ay feel they have understood perfect ly!  

¥ Do not  assum e that  the working hours, or the work ethics you are use to 
will be the sam e. Check start , finish, and lunch break t ime expectat ions. 
You m ay expect  the client  to work late, they m ay expect  to leave 
st raightaway. An hour for lunch m ay not  m ean being able to start  again 
after an hour. I f lunch is an im portant  part  of a culture, it  m ay m ean an 
hour m inim um  for lunch it self, plus t ime for coffee and to wander back to 
the session locat ion!  

¥ Allow ext ra t im e in your planning, the t ranslat ion issue can add m any 
m inutes. Even writ ing up problem  statem ents in a different  language takes 
m ore t im e. I f working with another facilitator, but  on concurrent  sessions, 
ensure that  you schedule in ext ra t ime to m eet  and get  feedback. Client  
act iv it ies during breaks and lunch hours m ay consum e m ore t im e than 
ant icipated, leaving lit t le t ime for you and your partner to com pare notes 
and m ake im provem ents. 

¥ Use Wandering Brainwrit ing. This appears to work ext rem ely well as a tool 
for groups where there are external mem bers who are com pletely new to 
the process and each other. They appear to value this quiet  thinking t im e 
and it  can give them  m ore confidence in their cont ribut ion later on. Perhaps 
this is because it  is m ore anonym ous by nature and helps when people are 
shy about speaking out? 

¥ Be sensit ive to the group atm osphere and adapt  to f it  cultural needs .For 
exam ple, be prepared to allow t im e for ÔdiscussionÕ, by this I  mean 
opportunit ies for people to naturally vocalise, express them selves and their 
idea. Discussion is generally discouraged in CPS pract ice because it  often 
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im pedes the flow of new ideas and can be circular in nature Ð everyone is 
happy theyÕve had their say, but  no conclusions are reached and t im e is 
wasted. I n som e cultures this m ay seem  a very unnatural const raint  and 
can dam age the open environm ent you are t ry ing to create.  

 
 
 


