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Chapter 5: Dealing with 
Confl ict 

Confrontation vs Avoidance  

Australia: Confl ict should be addressed directly (even enjoyed!).
Contrast: Confl ict should be addressed indirectly or not at all. 

In some contexts Australians are generally comfortable engaging 
in verbal confl ict. While many cultures teach that it is inappropriate to 
disagree with others, especially those who are older or in some other 
superior position, Australian culture encourages people to engage 
in verbal sparring or debate with almost anyone, at least some of the 
time. People from Asian societies who are raised to be continually 
cautious about losing face may fi nd many Australians’ desire for 
debate very uncomfortable. Australians are not trying to shame you 
by disagreeing with you, they simply enjoy the process of debating 
a point and doing so is actually a sign that they enjoy your company 
and want to get to know you better. US-Americans, who are raised in 
a society where seeking agreement is valued, also sometimes fi nd the 
Australian tendency toward friendly, social debate uncomfortable. The 
US-American, or anybody else who wants to end disagreements by 
‘agreeing to disagree’, will only rarely fi nd an Australian willing to do 
so. The more common reaction will be to continue probing the point 
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of disagreement, or even playing the devil’s advocate if agreement is 
reached at some point. 

Malaysia to Australia perspective

My boss is fantastic, the best I’ve ever had in any country. We 
can argue and laugh about anything. He picks my brain and 
sometimes he even concedes a point when he knows I’m right. He 
encourages me to engage in a healthy banter with him. He says, 

‘Don’t assume I don’t want to hear what you have to say’. At fi rst 
I couldn’t disagree with him because of how I was raised, but 
eventually I was able to do that. He really pushed me to speak 
up when I saw something diff erently from him. 

India to Australia perspective

Disagreements occur in Australia without people becoming 
off ended; the approach is toward the common good. People in 
India tend to be much more sensitive. You can see this in cricket. 
India and Pakistan go to war over a cricket match. While Australia 
and New Zealand are also great rivals and very competitive, at 
the end of the day it’s just a game here. Australians don’t take 
the rivalry so personally and the same is true of disagreements at 
work. I had to get used to the fact that here you can disagree with 
someone’s idea but still be friends with them at the end of the day.

Australians likewise are generally more comfortable than most 
Asians, North Americans and some others when it comes to talking 
about more sensitive subjects. Australians are not shy about expressing 
their ideas about politics, religion and race. While you may think these 
subjects should be discussed with only your most trusted confi dants, 
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in Australia you should not be surprised if new acquaintances and 
colleagues bring them up. This is not necessarily a sign that you have 
been welcomed into their inner circle; it is just an Australian method 
for getting to know you. If in turn you divert the conversation to ‘safer’ 
subjects on which you feel you can agree, the Australian may very well 
consider you dull or superfi cial. 

Australian management consultant’s perspective

As long as Australians don’t think it has become too personal, 
they love a good argument. Politics, the economy, religion 
are all safe topics to speak openly about, even with new 
acquaintances. Australians also love to play the devil’s 
advocate, taking the opposing side of an argument just to 
continue the discussion a bit longer. If you listen to the most 
popular radio announcers in Australia, more than half of them 
use argument as their primary form of communication. Jon 
Faine on 774 ABC Radio in Melbourne is a great example. He’s 
usually on the off ensive with politicians and won’t back down 
in deference to anybody’s title or status. 

Australian humour also bears the hallmarks of a society that does 
not shy away from disagreement and even confl ict on a social level. 
Sarcasm, cynicism and ‘the wind-up’ (see page xxx) are all common 
features of Australian humour. Many Australians like to bait each 
other with apparent insults, but if people actually get insulted they 
are considered no fun. Australians who engage in this type of humour 
believe that you are supposed to give back as good as you get when it 
comes to insults and joking. While it may look to many outsiders as 
if an argument is occurring, it’s actually treading a line between insult 
and humour. 

Despite this apparent ease with confl ict and disagreement, there are 
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contexts in which Australians are less comfortable with it than other 
nationalities. Criticism of people’s work is often given indirectly or 
through back channels rather than face to face. Migrants from Hong 
Kong and Malaysia both commented that Australians can be fairly 
effusive in their praise of a good job (while those from the United 
States found praise to be less than what they would have received at 
home). Nevertheless, Australians are often much less able to cope 
with negative criticism. Rather than a manager directly criticising 
an employee’s work, several informants said that criticism in their 
workplaces is spread like a rumour to other employees. Being reluctant 
to criticise anyone directly in the workplace may stem from other 
competing values, such as the desire for equality or relationship. In the 
case of the former, those in a position to give criticism may not want 
to highlight their superior position in the hierarchy by giving direct 
feedback to others. In the latter case, criticising somebody’s work, as 
opposed to their ideas, may be seen as a more direct challenge to 
relationship than is comfortable for many Australians. 

Britain to Australia perspective

I found it very uncomfortable in my workplace when my manager 
or somebody else would pull me aside to talk about the work of one 
of my colleagues. I kept thinking, if you think the work isn’t good 
enough, tell him directly! Or tell your own manager and have him 
deal with it directly. Maybe he did this because Australians aren’t 
able to cope with the negative? I don’t know.

Brazil to Australia perspective

I am a very direct person — even in Brazil people thought that 
— and I have had to tone it down a lot here. In confl ict situations, 
people want you to stick to the facts, one bullet point at a time, 
so you don’t address too much at once. I wind up doing much 
more preparation before addressing problems here because I 
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need to think about how to address them. I choose the main 
point, not two or three subjects at a time, and avoid showing my 
emotions. In my culture, we want to engage! I would much prefer 
to be told to go to hell than to hear nothing from somebody. But 
I’ve learned that you have to let people cool off  here, the ice stage, 
and then you can address it later in a soft, indirect kind of way.

Sudan to Australia perspective
Where I’m from people are very direct emotionally. In 
comparison, Australians are very indirect. If they don’t like 
something, they won’t tell you; they will tell somebody else. 
For example, one of my bosses was very insulting to a female 
co-worker of mine and I saw it and was really angry about it. 
Another colleague said that I should go and make a complaint 
about him. But I asked, ‘Why should I go to someone else?’ So I 
went to him and told him not to try that with me! Keep in mind 
that my personality is very direct, even for Sudan. But I have 
defi nitely noticed this about Australia.
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Competition vs Cooperation  

Australia: Achievement occurs best in the framework of rivalry.
Contrast: Achievement occurs best when people/groups work together.

Australian culture is often seen by outsiders, especially those from 
Asian countries, as very adversarial. As in many western, patriarchal 
societies, competition is highly valued, especially where there are clear 
winners and losers. Australians do not usually provide face-saving 
mechanisms that allow everybody to walk away from a dispute having 
gained something, even if only a minimal concession. In education, the 
examination results of fi nal year high school students are published 
in the newspaper for all to see. In politics, parliament is the site of 
frequent, rancorous debate, with members from the major parties 
laughing at, mocking and deriding each other. 

Until the passing of the new industrial relations (IR) laws in 
2006, Australian workers primarily sought more money, time off 
and other benefi ts through group contracts negotiated by unions 
and employers. Workers and management met more as combatants 
than as collaborators during this process. While the new IR laws 
will limit the involvement of groups working on behalf of workers, 
the adversarial nature of the negotiations will not diminish. Workers 
and management are generally seen as working at cross-purposes in 
Australia, with workers assuming that managers are trying to get as 
much work out of them for as little money as possible, and managers 
assuming that workers are trying to get as much money out of them 
for as little work as possible. As is true of all the value contrasts 
examined in this book, however, how competitive Australians appear 
depends on the observer’s culture of origin. 

Britain to Australia perspective

I fi nd that people in Australia are a lot more determined than in 
the UK and they are much less easily defeated. If they go after a 
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position or a target and miss out the fi rst time, they just keep 
pushing and competing till they get it. 

Switzerland to Australia perspective

Unlike Europe, Australia is an island with far less competition. 
In Europe, people communicate a lot more with neighbouring 
countries and compete with each other more. Th ere doesn’t seem 
to be as much ‘drive’ here; people are so relaxed.

Australian management consultant’s perspective

Australians tend to engage in healthy competition in almost every 
sphere, including at work. And this competitive drive is the kind in 
which one side is destined to lose while the other wins. You even see 
this kind of competition in the all-important realm of volunteering. 
Rather than just donating money to a good cause, Australians 
compete with each other to raise money and awareness of their 
cause, pushing the envelope of their involvement along the way. 
Whether it’s shaving their head for charity — whoever shaves their 
hair shorter wins — or running in a race to benefi t some cause, 
competition works its way into everything. 

One really important thing to know about Australians is that 
they do not like to fail or lose. Competition is really important to 
Australians, as you can see in the realm of sports, but at the same 
time, at work a key strategy is not to ‘stuff  up’ (make a mistake). 
Because so many aspects of life are seen as a competition with 
clear winners and losers, a signifi cant amount of eff ort goes into 
not losing or failing. While in the US failing or losing is seen as an 
important step toward eventual victory, in Australia failing is seen 
as the end of the line.
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Details vs Big picture  

Australia: If you see the big picture, the details will work themselves out.
Contrast: If you get the details right, the big picture falls into place.

Perhaps the most commonly quoted Australian phrase, after ‘G’day’, 
is ‘She’ll be right’. This phrase sums up for many Australians their 
feelings about the relative importance of details versus the big picture. 
In general, as long as the big picture remains clear, the details needn’t 
be perfect. As a result many signs, menus and other forms of publicly 
displayed writing in Australia contain spelling and grammatical errors. In 
general these errors do not interfere with the meaning, so few Australians 
would think it necessary to spend the time, effort or money to fi x them. 
Likewise, in the workplace Australians do not generally take extra time 
to notice such errors in memos or letters, as long as the overall meaning 
is clear. While this is not a licence for sloppy work, it does show the 
importance of getting work done quickly over spending extra time on all 
the details. If you come from a more detail-oriented culture, you will have 
to relax your standards a bit, which may be diffi cult at fi rst. It might be 
easier to overlook minor details if you remember that the Australians are 
just as concerned as you are about the big picture. 

Greece to Australia perspective

I’ve been working here for most of my adult life and it really surprises 
me when I meet people who fuss over the details. I had a manager 
from Europe who was so detail oriented! We worked well together 
because I was all about the big picture and he had his eye on every 
single detail, but when it was happening I found it really diffi  cult.

Hong Kong to Australia perspective

At fi rst I thought that Australians just didn’t have the ability to 
say ‘I’m sorry’ when they did something wrong; instead they say 
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‘Don’t worry about it’. In Hong Kong, people are willing to say 
they’re sorry all the time and if I say it here the response is ‘Don’t 
worry about it’. Now I think it has to do with the focus on the big 
picture. Th ey say don’t worry about it because it was just a small 
detail, while the entire project [big picture] is going to be fi ne 
anyway.

United States to Australia perspective

I’m not sure if I’m very representative of my country, but I 
defi nitely notice the spelling and grammar mistakes. Now I just 
laugh about them and envy the ability to be so relaxed about 
these things, but at fi rst I thought that Australians were really 
lazy; there’s nothing terribly diffi  cult about using the spell-check 
function on a computer!
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