
After only seven days in London, I was happy to
have successfully navigated The Tube, I could 
recognize the difference between the boroughs
of South Kensington and Chelsea, and I had even
begun to decipher the many mysteries of the
Queen’s English. I was hanging out in London’s
swankiest neighborhoods feeling like an American
guest star in
Bridget Jones’s
Diary, and I real-
ized (realised?)
that I hadn’t
spent time 
with any other
Americans for
nearly a week!
While sightseeing
on a Beefeater’s
tour of The Tower
of London, I was
surprised to find
my fellow
American tourists’ accents sounded strange,
nasal, and funny. We stood together, shivering
outside Bloody Tower, where our man dressed in
official British garb told the gruesome history of
the castle and site of famous beheadings. He
looked out across the lot of us—mostly from the
U.S., some Australian, some French, and a few
from Great Britain, and asked us what we
thought the castle might have been missing after
its initial construction in 1066? “A nice, big bath-
room?” a blonde from Michigan piped in. Our
guide had a sense of comic timing as his face
took on a mixture of false horror and disdain.
(Use your best British accent here…)
“A bathroom?” he barked as he shook his head.
“We gave you a perfectly good language and see
what you’ve done!” And his voice trailed off. I’d
been there just a week—and knew by now to 
ask for the toilet or the loo. And we laughed, of
course, since the real answer was a moat—the
castle was missing a moat until 1285. 

CROSSING CULTURES 
IN COMMUNICATION
I was thinking about this, along with the
British use of brilliant, knackered, snogging,
and my new favorite: kerfuffle*, as I 
prepared to present my debut workshop
for a highly regarded London company.
My workshop, Influencing Skills, provides
hands-on practice for initiating difficult

conversations and confrontations. It emphasizes
influencing up and across—with one’s superiors
or peers. All of a sudden, I became hyper-con-
scious of my American spelling on my posters
and class materials—organization for organisation,
behavior for behaviour. And even worse, I began
to fret about  whether my humor, my jokes, my
typical shtick would translate into appropriate
cross-cultural communication. 

HUMAN COMMONALITIES ARE THE FOCUS
I soon found that our basic challenges in commu-
nication often cross most cultural barriers. My
language became a non-issue and our human
commonalities became the focus. My partici-
pant’s stories of bosses who appear too busy to
make small decisions or those who spend all their
time micromanaging sounded very similar to the
stories I’d heard while working with American
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A Little Less
Kerfuffle?

* adjective to describe anything fabulous; completely exhaust-
ed; cuddling and kissing; commotion or ruckus.
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