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Where are we going today?

1. Context
Communication in multinational research groups 
from low- and high-income countries

2. Research methodologies
Exploration
Evaluation

3. Some findings and musings

Finding threads, weaving patterns



Communication 
between dispersed groups
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“Well. I thought I had it right, but did we all get the same message?”

A complex communication problem



Such barriers include differences in:

• Personalities

• Experiences

• Cultures

• Language

• Organisational cultures

• Political support

• Economic development

• Geography

Communication in research teams
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Teams are set up to address 
complex problems that are beyond 
the skills, experiences and 
resources of a single person or 
organisation.

Team members can be from 
different contexts - personal, social, 
organisational and environmental –
that can present communication 
barriers for team members. 

ICTs used to address communication barriers

Context for communication



Research questions

1. What are the main communication 
barriers (“contingencies”) between Lao 
and Australian agricultural researchers 
working together in Lao PDR?

2. What are the best media (especially 
ICTs) for them to communicate with 
each other that account for these 
barriers?

See reference [1]
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The research context: 
Agricultural research teams in Australia and Lao PDR



Methodologies
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Finding and exploring the communication barriers

Methodology

• Face-to-face interviews in 

English in Australia and Lao PDR 

with 30 agricultural researchers 

and other professionals.

• Qualitative analysis using  

social constructivist grounded 

theory methodology (GTM) of 

written transcripts to identify 

barriers, using NVivo software.

See reference [2].
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1. Relational: face-to-face, trust, respect, equity, personal vs 
professional, ‘bridges’.

2. Language: Speaking English, technical English.

3. Cultural: cultural intelligence, ‘face’, non-verbal differences,  
organisational hierarchies.

4. Personal: cultural empathy, friendliness, active listening.

5. Structural environment: organisational, economic, political, 
international, online bandwidth, perceptions of time.

The communication barriers were:

See reference [2].
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Assessing common ICT communication tools

Methodology

• Identified main ICTs used by interviewees.

• Operationalised barriers into eight 

intercultural heuristics, and related 

conformance and specific compliance 

questions to develop a tool to assess ICTs

See reference [3].

• Incorporated heuristic criteria into a 

modified evaluation tool – the Intercultural 

Heuristic Evaluation Tool (I-CHET) [3].

• Used I-CHET to assess how well each ICT 

addressed communication barriers [4].

Intercultural heuristics Conformance questions

Language used Are some features available to 

understand content, both for native and 

non-native speakers of English?

Geographic/temporal

distance

Can team members use system 

features to overcome geographic and 

time barriers to communicate with each 

other?

Interpersonal relations Can non-verbal and paralanguage cues 

be transmitted between dispersed team 

members?

General Heuristics Intercultural Heuristics

Visibility of system status Language used

Match between system and real world Geographic/temporal distance

User control and freedom Interpersonal relations

Consistency and standards Specific cultural cues

Error prevention Conversation and group support

Recognition rather than recall Communication style

Flexibility and efficiency of use Readiness to use

Aesthetic and minimalist design Legal adaptability

Help users recognize, diagnose and 

recover from errors

Help and documentation
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Findings from I-CHET analysis

• Skype

• Email

• Websites (2)

• Mobile phone (audio)

• Mobile phone (SMS)

• Discussion groups

• Facebook

• Online conferencing 

(includes instant messaging)

See reference [4]

Fewest problems: asynchronicity

Most problems: synchronicity

Most problems: lacking interactive communication

Variable levels of problems



So what?
A pause for reflection and consideration …
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Question

“Could I use these assessment tools in my context?”

Question

“Do I consider communication barriers when setting up collaborations?”

Question

“Do I talk with my collaborators about their barriers?”

Insight 

Communication in context is complex and challenging

Question

“Could I build such tools for my context, or do I need help?”
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Thank you

Questions?

Wesley Ward, PhD

Institute for Land, Water and Society

Albury NSW 2640

M: 0416 765 746

E: wward@csu.edu.au
W: Wes Ward - Institute for Land, Water and Society
W: https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Wesley_Ward
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