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Cultural diversity is a great asset in our communities. 
But it makes communication harder. 
Especially on low-bandwidth channels.
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Typical Failure Scenario
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bad decision
misunderstandings,  

no course correction
DISASTER
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There would be many examples from the ASF, but after digging in 
I found a few interesting ones from other fields…
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Bad decisions that might lead to disasters…
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Wind: 17kN ENE

zoom in…

zoom in more…

But you have 
crew, right? 
“many 
eyeballs"

Sailing too close 
to the rocks?
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Bad decisions -> bad communication -> disaster
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source: MINISTRY OF INFRASTRUCTURES AND TRANSPORTS  
Marine Casualties Investigative Body  

Cruise Ship  
COSTA CONCORDIA 

Marine casualty on January 13, 2012  
Report on the safety technical investigation  
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in the UK, 
this is a rubber..

gestures…

The Curse of the Tower of Babel…
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how do you cheer? drink alcohol, when, where?

“there is a zebra crossing around the corner”
cheek kiss? how many?

shake hands? 

look people in the eye?  

physical contact?



Tales from the Multicultural Trenches - Bertrand Delacretaz

Jokes might not work…
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What’s the difference 
between a duck?
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Expressing agreement or disagreement…
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Polite forms…or not
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Puzzled (or horrified) faces can 
help steer face-to-face 

conversations the right way.

In face-to-face communications, 
that is…
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it’s 
COMPLICATED
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“Culture” hides in unexpected places
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Space Shuttle Challenger accident, January 28, 1986 
Public domain shuttle pictures from NASA, https://www.flickr.com/photos/nasacommons

engineering vs. management culture…  
speak a language that your correspondents understand!

Edward Tufte’s (later) diagram, from his book 
The Visual Display of Quantitative Information - heavily recommended!

typical engineering report,  
from the Report to the President
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it’s 
COMPLICATED 

how do we fix it?
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Typical Failure Scenario
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bad decision
misunderstandings,  

no course correction
DISASTER

Fix THIS!
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Use simple language, well-known idioms
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Example from https://robertobertuol.com/simplified-technical-english/

We might not need that much, but keep it in mind! 
People might not understand your subtle idioms or elaborate 
rhetoric… 
Active voice, present tense, short phrases, concise messages!

http://www.asd-ste100.org/
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Avoid misunderstandings!
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Assume 
Good Intentions

Ask for 
Clarification Reformulate
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Graphics and signs, where possible, promote clarity
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This one is just 
“decorated text”,  
doesn’t really help…
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Code speaks louder than words!
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Don’t talk too much…

Show them the code! 
(prototype, unfinished, ugly, doesn’t matter!)
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Be explicit with jokes, irony…
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I am going to tell you a joke about ducks. 
Well, it’s not even really about ducks and 
it’s really local, so I’m not sure if you’ll even 
consider it a joke… 

Full political correctness can be boring, it’s 
a balance to find, over time!
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Phrasing things in a friendly, constructive way…
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I'm freaking out (in a friendly 
way ;-) when I see comments 
that imply that we might be 
"married" to such proprietary 
services. Can you reassure 
me that this is not the case, or 
can we work together to see if 
we can avoid that?  

I'm not sure what you mean by 
"substandard" in this context, 
could you clarify? Do you mean 
that you would like us to get rid 
of that code"? I might not have 
understood properly.  

Calling code that I wrote a "piece of sh*t" makes me 
uncomfortable. I'm not saying my code is perfect, 
but if we can use more constructive statements, 
especially as to how I can improve my work (even if 
that means starting over) I think that would help us 
move forward, for the sake of the project. 

Focused like a 
warrior, friendly 
like a care bear!
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Be direct. Respectful. Concise. Friendly.
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You WANT that  
course correction!
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CODA
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We all make bad decisions from time to time… 
Course correction makes the difference! 

It requires good communications, where you verify that there are  
no misunderstandings and no hidden cultural obstacles. 

Don’t be afraid to ask and double-check! I’m @bdelacretaz, 
thanks!
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…aka “conclusions” (it’s my musical culture ;-)


