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Here are 10 techniques that could work in your organization. 

1. Make it Visual 

As the saying goes, a picture is worth a thousand words.  Using pictures, signs, diagrams, and symbols 

gives you another dimension beyond words with which to make yourself clear. International symbols 

on road signs have long been used in Europe, where there are many languages spoken in a relatively 

small area, and where there is much travel between countries. Be wary, however, of overkill with 

visuals.  One organization, attempting to explain its new 401 (k) plan to Spanish-speaking employees, 

used and elaborate slide presentation full of graphics and diagrams.  Most of the assembly-line 

workers in the audience had no experience reading bar graphs and pie charts and were totally 

confused by the presentation. 
 

2. Show and Tell 

Kindergarten isn’t the only place where show-and-tell is useful.  Demonstrating what you are 

explaining can often get the message across faster than words in any language.  Many individuals 

would rather have someone show them how to do something than have to figure it out from written 

instructions in a manual. In on-the-job situations, this works best when you first show the person how 

to do a task, then do it together, and finally observe the individual in action so you can be sure he or 

she has understood. 
 

3. Use Their Language 

If getting your message or information across is more important than showing your displeasure at 

someone’s limited English, then using the other person’s language may be your best bet.  Don’t 

panic—this doesn’t mean you need to speak the other person’s language.  Emergency instructions, 

school district letters to parents, and signs in airports are common uses of bilingual or multilingual 

communication. 
 

4. Take It Easy 

When a language is not one’s mother tongue, processing information in it takes longer.  Not only is the 

vocabulary often unfamiliar, but grammar and intonation patterns are sometimes new.  It is helpful to 

slow down and pause between sentences so the listener has time to let each segment of your message 

sink in, then summarize at the end, pulling all the pieces together. 
 

5. Keep It Simple 

“Take the ball and run with it,” “go the extra mile,” “a tough row to hoe,” “a thumbnail sketch,” and 

“beyond the call of duty” are examples of idiomatic expressions common in everyday speech.  Most of 

us probably use many of these expressions throughout the course of a day.  Yet, for a non-native 

speaker who tries to translate them literally, they make no sense at all.  In addition, jargon, that is, 

words that are specific to a particular business or industry, may also be confusing. It helps to use 

simple words that are commonly heard; for example, “problem” rather than “glitch” or “snafu.” 

 

 

 
 



6. Say It Again 

When you’re having difficulty making yourself understood, it does help to repeat if you use different 

words.  When looking for another way to say something, beware of cognates, or words in other 

languages that look and sound similar to English words.  While largo in Spanish looks like large, it 

means “long.”  

 

7. Assume Confusion 

Whatever you do, don’t ask people if they understand, and then take their “yes” to mean they do.  In 

many other cultures, saying “no” is the height of rudeness.  Besides, even in the mainstream American 

culture, we often say we understand even when we’re a little fuzzy because saying we don’t 

understand makes us feel inadequate. Instead of asking, watch the person’s face for nonverbal signs of 

confusion to see if they are following your directions correctly.  Also watch behavior as the individual 

begins to act on what you’ve said. Often the look on the face of the person with whom you are 

communicating lets you know if you’ve gotten your message across. 
 

8. Get Help 

When you’ve done steps 1 through 7 and you still are having trouble, get help. A bilingual friend or 

colleague can often get you out of a bind.  In many organizations, staff who speak other languages are 

listed and called on a rotating basis to translate in interchanges between staff and customers or clients. 

Make sure the interpreter understands the concepts you are communicating. 
 

9. Walk In Their Shoes 

To help reduce your frustration and anger when you get blocked by a language barrier, try to put 

yourself in the other person’s place. Have you ever been somewhere where no one spoke English? 

How did it feel? What would have helped you? Remembering these times gives you some empathy for 

the bewilderment that the individual might be feeling. 
 

10. Smile, but Don’t Laugh 

A smile helps others relax, and the reduction of tension increases your chances for effective 

communication. However, be careful not to appear to be laughing at the individual. The Los Angeles 

County Commission on Human Relations reports that immigrants’ most common request is that people 

not laugh at them when they try to speak English.  While you may not be laughing at the person’s poor 

English, your joking manner or teasing banter may seem like ridicule.  Not matter what language we do 

or don’t speak, all of us need to be treated with dignity and respect. 


