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dramatization and flashy graphics.

FI‘OII} a CriSiS COmmUniCatiOn per-
spective, why did most of the efforts
taken by Malaysian officials seem to
have only turned the tragedy further
into a spectacle? It seems like two key
cultural issues were at play.

Impact of communication styles
According to Amiso M.
George, APR, Fellow
PRSA, co-editor of “Case
Studies in Crisis
Communication:

“Initial m
coverage

possibly in keeping

response by government officials. The
response highlights the differﬁnce in

communication styles between high-
and low-context cultures. That differ-
ence sheds light on the many crisis com-
munication missteps that plagued
Malaysian authorities and highlights

the impact of culture on crisis commu-

nication.
- In his description of
edia high- and low-context
was mild, cultures, anthropologist

Edward Hall noted that

cultural-based communi-

International Perspectives - cation styles explain how
on Hits and Misses” with the response differenttycountries
(Routledge, New York, by government “decode” messages based
2012) and associate profes- - - on their expectations. In
sor of strategic communica- officials. low-context cultures,

tion at Texas Christian
University, cultural issues were clearly
at work in the case of MH370. In such a
hierarchical culture as Malaysia’s, peo-
ple know their place, and top officials
do not necessarily handle criticism well.
Initial local media coverage was
mild, possibly in keeping with the

such as in the United
States, communication is explicit, linear
and absolute.

“Low-context cultures value logic,
facts, numbers and directness. Being
detailed is important,” George explains.
“Discussions end with next steps that
are straightforward, concise and effi-

cient in describing what action is
expected."

Conversely, Malaysians communi-
cate in a high-context culture, where
emphasis is on the interpersonal rela-
tionships, she added. “There is a tenden-
cy by the public to build consensus by
supporting and believing whatever is
communicated by someone they trust,
respect or who holds a high position.”

John J. Nance, alawyer, best-
selling author and aviation analyst for
ABC News and “Good Morning
America” who has covered dozens of
aviation-related stories, agrees.

“This is a culture in an area of the
world in which people in official posi-
tions are risk averse, and risk averse
means that unless you're 100 percent
sure, you don’t open your mouth,” he
says. “Of course, that doesn't serve you
well when you've got something that
approaches a major trauma on so many
levels.”

The fact that the international
media spotlight was unpleasant for
Malaysian authorities is not surprising.
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