
International Journal of Modern Languages and Applied Linguistics 
e-ISSN: 2600-7266

7Universiti Teknologi MARA, Vol. 3, No. 2, 2019

Barriers to Effective Communication at the Workplace

Farzana Jelani11, Nur Sabrina Nordin2

1. Academy of Language Studies
Universiti Teknologi MARA (UiTM) Shah Alam

farzaine@gmail.com
2.  Academy of Language Studies

Universiti Teknologi MARA (UiTM) Shah Alam
sabrina.nordin08@gmail.com

Keywords: Organizational Communication, Language Barrier, Physical Environment, Code Switching, 
        Acoustic Sound

Introduction

Background of Issue

The beginning of the universe is the derivation of communications. There was no beginning which was without 
communication. Just like that, communication encourages the revolution of the human culture. Communication 
is an all-round wonder that implies diverse things to various individuals. It is a channel of a means for access to 
the psyche or thought of another. Likewise, for organization and human as social being, communication has its 
own significance, regardless of whether pros or cons are an indivisible bit of life and also it has crucial part on all 
activities aimed at gaining organizational goals.

Abstract

Working environment communication is fundamental to cooperation. In addition to the fact that it
builds and look after connections, work environment communication encourages development.
However, the barriers in communication can be a hindrance to information being communicated
successfully. This study aims to study the communication issues that are faced by Malaysian em-
ployees in the workplace. A questionnaire was developed and distributed to Malaysian workers that 
comprised of various departments in Malaysia. The questionnaire comprises of questions on the 
communication problems in the context of the workplace in terms of language barrier and physical 
environment. The participants that had contributed to this study were as much as 41 respondents. 
The respondents involved had assessed the survey based on their personal experiences in their re-
spective organizations. Based on the results of the study, it can be seen on how the language barrier 
and physical environment of the workplace affects the employees’ conditions. The findings of this 
study can help employers view these challenges more seriously and consider the possible solutions 
to the problems that have been discussed. This paper is concluded by providing future researchers 
recommendations on various communication problems in the workplace to be further investigated 
and analysed in a more comprehensive manner.
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According to Duncan and Moriarty (as cited in Asamu, 2014), communication is the human activity that joins 
individuals together and form relationship. In the context of the workplace, Price (as cited in Ayatse & Ikyanyon, 
2012) characterized organizational communication as how much data about the activity is transmitted by an orga-
nization to its individuals and among individuals from the organization. This implies that people relate with one 
another by medium of communication. Chen et al. (2005) demonstrated that workplace communication gathers 
the employees together as one in a corporation. It is the rope that ties individuals together in an organization. 
However, some factors might result in the emergence of the communication issues at the workplace.

Objective of Study

The broad objective of this study is to identify the communication issues at the workplace. As the problems faced 
in communication vary based on the workplace environment, the scope has been designated to cover specific 
issues. The specific objectives are:

I. To study whether language barrier affect communication at the workplace.

II. To study whether physical and environmental barriers affect communication at the workplace.

Research Questions

The research questions in this study cover the scope that is intended to be investigated. The researchers aimed to 
study two aspects. The following questions are the research questions developed for the present study.

I. How does language barrier affect communication at the workplace?

II. How do physical and environmental barriers affect communication at the workplace?

Problem Statement

It is essential in a nation like Malaysia which tries to accomplish the status of developed country by 2020, to have 
individuals who can convey successfully so as to contend on the worldwide stage (Gill, 2002). Successful corre-
spondence is not just about a matter of trading data. It is likewise alluding to the understanding and tolerating the 
feeling and implications that lies behind the data (Daud et al., 2017). An organization where great correspondence 
is rehearsed will in general be extremely profitable. On the other side, terrible correspondence can have some 
deplorable ramifications for your organization.

There are numerous obstructions to communication that exist in any organization, however some are more in-
escapable and more typical than others. Successful organizations depend on powerful correspondence for more 
prominent proficiency and collaboration. Terrible or negative correspondence that exists in the work environment 
can cause numerous effects, for example, authoritative dispute. By understanding the impacts of negative corre-
spondence in the working environment, you can create strategies that assistance to diminish the issue and support 
positive correspondence.
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In any case, there are not really any distributed works done in the Malaysian setting investigating correspondence 
hindrances (Bhar, Bakar and Chua, 2012). The vast majority of the investigations with respect to this issue have 
been led generally in different nations. Along these lines, this study intends to research the communication issues 
in the work environment in the Malaysian.

Significance of Study

This study sheds light on the common issues that take place in the working environment. The researchers intended 
to address how these issues can influence not only the workers and employers, but also the organization’s state 
in the future. According to Bhar, Bakar and Chua (2012), the researchers indicated that there are still insufficient 
studies that covered the issues of communication in the organization in Malaysia. Therefore, there exists a gap 
that is in need to be filled with current findings. The results of the present study will assist the top management in 
viewing how these issues more seriously and take into their hands to solve them in the suitable manner.

Literature Review

Communication is a procedure that contains expressing, listening and understanding (Banerji and Dayal, 2005). 
Communication covers all activities that an individual does when he wants to make a change in someone else’s 
mind. This is a meaning bridge between an individual or people and organization. Communication is vital for 
an organization. It is the lifeblood of an organization. Each individual in an organization needs to communicate 
among each other. Hence, without workplace communication, nothing will be accomplished in a matter of time. 
However, communication barriers can pop-up at any stage of the communication process and have the potential 
to create misunderstanding and confusions. This section discussed the types of communication issues that occur 
in the workplace followed by past studies that have covered these issues.

Types of Issues in the Workplace

Language Barrier

Language is a very important tool in conveying information, feelings, messages and many more. Individuals that 
master a particular language can grasp the essence of effective communication. The fluency of one’s language can 
really have an impact how one will send or receive a certain message. The existence of a hurdle in the communi-
cation channel can be caused by the lack of the mastery of the particular language used. This situation can happen 
in any environment including the workplace, where communication is vital to the success of its tasks and goals. 
Thus, issues such as language barriers can hinder effective communication and cause many unnecessary problems 
to arise due to misunderstanding.

Language barrier is a type of communication issues that can potentially be present in the workplace especially 
when there are more languages used by the workers aside from the official language used at the workplace. This 
issue can unmistakably be seen when a representative attempts to impart to alternate workers and the data isn’t 
conveyed as the other gathering canmot comprehend and appreciate the words that are utilized by the sender 
(Daud et al., 2017). Feely and Harzing (2008) stated that regardless of whether the directors being referred to 
are generally able in the dialect of the other party, loss of logical skills are constantly present as the utilization of 
cleverness, imagery, affectability, arrangement, influence, and inspiration requires a great state of awareness and 
expertise. In language barriers, the components that could cause incapable communication incorporate 1) speed of 
talking, 2) diverse dialect competency, and 3) utilization of jargon (specialized terms) and abbreviation (Daud et 
al., 2017). Ramesh and Tiwana (as cited in Daud et al., 2017) expressed that in corporate associations in Malaysia,
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communication hindrances also exist since representatives utilize certain terms that are most certainly not unmis-
takable, bringing about disappointment for a message to be conveyed and even miscommunication. However, the 
common circumstance that happens due to the existence of language barrier is code switching. Code switching 
tends to usually happen among second language users in the workplace. This suggestive significance refers to the 
dialect that is debased, unsystematic, and has components of foreign languages in Bahasa Melayu (Muthusamy, 
2010). During meetings between the parent company with its subsidiaries, the employees of second language 
users would gather together among their group in order to get a clearer understanding of what is currently being 
discussed before proceeding to a another issue (Feely & Harzing, 2008). Such situation may cause a delay to the 
decision making process of the company. The study by Bhar, Bakar and Chua (2012) revealed that 64.5% of the 
respondents partially agreed that socio-cultural barriers do affect their ability to communicate with their bosses, 
77.7% believed that socio-cultural backgrounds have direct effect over their communication skills, 53.2% faced 
problems in using the correct grammar in formal communications such as in writing formal documents or during 
presentations and 40.3% partially agreed that they found it challenging to choose the right level of formality when 
communicating internally or externally. The socio-cultural barriers were highly agreed upon as an issue as it re-
strains effective communication as English as a Second Language (ESL) employees tend to use words that are 
unfamiliar to those who are not within their cultural circle. As this issue continues to linger within the operations 
of the workplace, it may impact the organization negatively. Thus, the existence of language barrier in organiza-
tions can cause workers to feel uncertain and anxious due to the miscommunications that occur (Feely & Harzing, 
2008).

Physical and Environmental Barriers

Communication is vital for an organization. It is the lifeblood of an organization and without it, things will not 
get done. Hence, without workplace communication, nothing will be accomplished in a matter of time. Generally, 
communication becomes ineffective due to barriers. As such, physical environment barrier. As communication is 
a process of sending and receiving messages between sender and receiver, through the process, physical environ-
ment such as noise can disturb the communication process. Thus, issues such as physical environment barrier can 
disrupt the communication process in the workplace.

The Shannon’s Model or Shannon-Weaver Model is a model of communication that consist of five basic compo-
nents. The components are information source, transmitter, receiver, destination as well as noise source according 
to Shannon & Weaver (as cited in Fedaghi, Alsaqa, & Fadel, 2009). Not all barriers in communication caused by 
people. Physical environment barrier may be one of the source of ineffectiveness in communication process. Mes-
sages can really be obstructed by natural and physical factors, for example, the physical setting and the circum-
stance where the communication happens for instance. A study done by various researchers indicated that lighting, 
acoustic environment, humidity and temperature are the factors that play a role in communication. (Stans, Dale-
mans, de Witte, Smeets, & Beurskens, 2017) The study revealed that, lighting was described as having an influ-
ence on communication. Both the type of light and the position of lighting were considered important. Barriers 
mentioned were poor lighting, compromised light and standing in front of a light source. Acoustic environment 
stated that noisy environments were rated as one of the most important environmental barriers to communication 
by patients and nurse. Humidity and temperature on the other hand, depicts that temperature changes, environ-
mental irritants in the air and humidity can be barriers for people who are communication vulnerable.
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Past Research of Communication Issues in the Workplace

Language Barrier in IT Industry

The study by Bar, Nor and Chua (2012) investigates the ubiquity of language barrier in the workplace and to what 
extent the IT executives’ face language problems in the workplace. The method used in the study is quantitative 
and the researcher had received feedback from a total of 62 respondents. The findings of the study revealed that 
64.5% of the respondents partially agreed that socio-cultural barriers do affect their ability to communicate with 
their bosses, 77.7% believed that socio-cultural backgrounds have direct effect over their communication skills, 
53.2% faced problems in using the correct grammar in formal communications such as in writing formal docu-
ments or during presentations and 40.3% partially agreed that they found it challenging to choose the right level 
of formality when communicating internally or externally. The socio-cultural barriers were highly agreed upon 
to be seen as an issue as it restrains effective communication as English as a Second Language (ESL) employees 
tend to use words that are unfamiliar to those who are not within their cultural circle. Thus, this study shows that 
language barriers can prevent successful communication within an organization.

Physical Environment Barrier in Health-Care Industry

A study done by various researchers stated that there few factors in physical environment that play a role in com-
munication during conversations between people who are communication vulnerable and health-care profession-
als. A scoping review was conducted to provide an extensive overview related to factors in the physical environ-
ment that play a role in communication during conversations between people who are communication vulnerable 
and health-care professionals. A total of 16 publications were included as sample of the study. As stated by Stans, 
Dalemans, de Witte, Smeets, & Beurskens (2017), the factors in the physical environment are lighting, acoustic 
environment, humidity and temperature.

Methodology

Research Design

The research design adopted for this study was descriptive survey method. This is on the grounds that the strategy 
was considered suitable, as this study involves acquiring data about one or more groups of people on communi-
cation issues in the workplace by asking a series of questions and drawing inferences from the responses of the 
sample. According to Oniye (as cited in Asamu, 2014), descriptive surveys deals with systematic description of 
an event in a very factual and accurate manner.

Population and Sample

According to Abdullah and Ahmad (2016), the population refers to all units that are the object of the study. In this 
study, the non-probability method is chosen in determining the respondents of this research study. The sampling 
technique chosen for this study is the purposive method. In this method, there are often some criteria to be met 
and every unit that meets the criteria is selected (Abdullah and Ahmad, 2016). The target respondents in this study 
are the working individuals. The specific area had been chosen as the potential respondents fit the criteria set by 
the researcher.
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Instrument

The present study aims to explore the communication in the workplace. The questionnaire employed was divid-
ed into three sections; Section A, Section B and Section C. Section A comprises of the demographic aspects of 
each respondents. However, Section B and Section C are the likert-scale based questions. The respondents were 
required to choose from a five-point scale describing the prevalence of the encounters. The responses are range 
from 1 (Always) to 5 (Never). The construct of measuring these issues differ based on the individuals’ experienc-
es, therefore, the five-point scale is used in this study. The frequency study was orchestrated to understand how 
commonly the employees in Malaysia face such circumstances.

Method of Data Collection

For this study, the researchers utilized the survey administration application from Google known as Google Form. 
Google Form was chosen as it helps the researchers to acquire respondents at a short time due to the reason that 
the form can be distributed via Whatsapp application.

Method of Data Analysis

For each section in the designated questionnaire, the data were analysed using percentages and frequency counts. 
The responses from each respondent will be tabulated and the researchers will analysed whether each responses 
were answering the research questions of this study.

Findings

Introduction

In this chapter, the researchers explain the results and discussion of the findings from the quantitative study that 
was conducted through the distribution of questionnaire. The findings will begin with the elaboration of the de-
mographic profile of the respondents in Section A of the questionnaire followed by the results for Section B; Lan-
guage Barrier that comprises of two sub-sections which Code Switching and Jargon. Next, Section C; Physical 
Environment is explained in two sub-sections as well which are Acoustic Sound and Temperature. Furthermore, 
the findings of the study will be supported by prior researches that had covered the field of study.

Answer to Research Question 1

How does language barrier affect communication in the workplace?

The question above comprises of two sub-sections. Therefore, the elaboration is written according to the respec-
tive category. The bar chart below is the results of the language barrier section.
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Figure 1

The first sub-section addressed is code switching. Based on Figure 1, about 14 (34.1%) of respondents comprised 
of the majority that tend to mix the English and Malay language when speaking. Only one respondent at 2.4% was 
reported to never mix the two languages while interacting with others. Furthermore, 17 (41.5%) of respondents 
sometimes subconsciously code switch from English to Malay in conversations. Similarly, only one respondent 
replied to never do so at 2.4%. Next, the respondents answered the statement about starting a sentence in English 
and then switch to speaking Malay. About 16 (39%) of respondents answered sometimes. However, fewer respon-
dents replied never at 7.3%. Moreover, the most respondents that often borrows a Malay word while speaking in 
English at 46.3% sometimes do so while only 2 (4.9%) of respondents were reported to never do it. In a previous 
study by Feely and Harzing (2008), the authors demonstrated that employees with different cultural backgrounds 
to subconsciously code switch during meetings. They would huddle together and discuss in their native language 
as they feel more comfortable that way. Thus, this supports the notion that employees who are second language 
users subconsciously code switch when communicating with others. Simultaneously, this study supports the no-
tion that employees tend to mix between their native language and the second language at times. Moreover, this 
study found that the Malaysian employees tend to begin their sentences in English, however, switch to Malay in 
their conversations.

The next sub-section is jargon. Figure 1 also portrays the bar chart for the findings on the jargon section that falls 
under language barrier. It is common to hear technical terms during meetings, especially when an uncommon is-
sue is being discussed. More than half of the respondents at 51.2% state that they sometimes face such situations 
during meetings. However, there are respondents that report to have never heard such terms at 2.4%. Next, differ-
ent departments are usually comfortable using certain terms among their staffs as it is within their knowledge and 
skills. About 51.2% reported to sometimes hear unknown terms when they are communicating with employees 
from other departments. An answer from a respondent replied to always face this situation at the workplace. Fur-
thermore, companies with multicultural employees usually face language barrier issues as they come from various 
backgrounds. About 53.7% reported to face this situation sometimes at the workplace whereas 7.3% reported to 
always face this occurrence on a regular basis. Lastly, it is common to feel anxious when a strange term is heard as 
it may inhibit effective communication. 36.6% sometimes feel worried when this happens meanwhile, 2.4% dis-
agreed as they never felt such way in that type of situation. Next, these findings were supported by prior research-
es. According to Feely and Harzing (2008), the researchers reported that it is common to hear unfamiliar terms 
during meetings. However, this situation is mostly faced by the English as a Second Language (ESL) employees. 
This situation may happen when they are not proficient in English, thus causing them not comprehend it at times. 
This is also supported by Daud et al. (2017) that demonstrated jargon to be a barrier to successful communication 
Moreover, various cultural background may be a factor to this issue as common words may be used but misheard
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due to their distinct accents or their unique way of pronouncing words (Bhar, Bakar and Chua, 2012). Further-
more, Feely and Harzing (2008) demonstrated that individuals tend to feel worried when they face problems in 
comprehending one’s speech.

Research Question 2

How does physical environment affect communication in the workplace?

The question above comprises of two sub-sections. Therefore, the elaboration is written according to the respec-
tive category. The bar chart below is the results of the physical environment section.

Figure 2

The first sub-section discussed is acoustic sound. Based on Figure 2, about 24 (58.5%) of respondents need to 
elevate their voice sometimes when talking with their colleague due to the background sound in the room while 
1 (2.4%) of the respondent never has the need to elevate their voice when communicating with his colleague. In 
addition to that, about 13 (31.7%) of respondents reported to never experienced the issue of the air conditioning 
sound as disturbing when communicating with their colleagues. Yet, 2 (4.9%) of the respondents answered that 
the sound of air conditioning is quite disturbing when communicating with their colleague. Furthermore, unex-
pected sounds can be quite bothersome for some people. From this chart, about 18 (43.9%) of the respondents 
reported to experience this situation sometimes at the workplace though 1(2.4%) of the respondent reported that 
he or she always face this situation at the workplace. As stated in a study done by Stans, Dalemans, de Witte, 
Smeets, & Beurskens (2017), there are a few factors in physical environment that play a role in communication 
barrier. Acoustic environment was identified as one of the influencer. This study can be supported with the Shan-
non’s Model. According to Shannon & Weaver (as cited in Fedaghi, Alsaqa, & Fadel, 2009), when the channel 
that brought the messages from the speaker to the hearer were blocked with a noise source, communication barrier 
was bound to happen. Simultaneously, this study support the notion that acoustic environment can be one of the 
physical environment that causes ineffectiveness in communication process at the workplace.
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Next, this section discussed on temperature. According to Figure 2, the temperature of the room may causes 
difficulties for an individual to speak. About 14 (34.1%) of the respondents agreed that sometimes they have dif-
ficulties when talking to their colleagues due to the temperature of the room is too cold. Also, about 3 (7.3%) of 
the respondents agreedthat they always have difficulties in terms of talking when the temperature of the room is 
too cold along with an additional 3 (7.3%) of the respondents reported to very often have similar difficulties as 
the others. Besides, some people may forget the things that they wanted to deliver to others if the room is too cold 
or vice versa. About 14 (34.1%) of the respondents agreed that sometimes they tend to forget the details that they 
wanted to talk due to the room temperature is too cold or hot. On top of that, about 3 (7.3%) of the respondents 
agreed that they tend to always forget the things that they wanted to talk along with an additional 3 (7.3%) of the 
respondents reported to very often have similar difficulties due to the room temperature is too cold or the other 
way around. Based on the study done by Stans, Dalemans, de Witte, Smeets, & Beurskens (2017), temperature 
was identified as one of the element that affect the communication process of an individual. The temperature was 
known as the noise source that block the channel of communication between the speaker and hearer during com-
munication. This study can be supported with the Shannon’s Model. According to Shannon & Weaver (as cited 
in Fedaghi, Alsaqa, & Fadel, 2009), when the channel that brought the messages from the speaker to the hearer 
were blocked with a noise source, communication barrier was bound to happen. Concurrently, the theory above 
as well as the studies had done by previous researchers support the notion that temperature as one of the physical 
environment that causes ineffectiveness in communication process at the workplace.

Discussions

Conclusion

Overall, from the previous chapter, the researchers discovered that respondents agreed that both language bar-
rier and physical environment barrier are a problem to effective communication. In terms of language barrier, 
both code switching and jargon received responses from the participants that indicate these two barriers cause 
a problem in engaging in daily communications at the workplace. As most respondents answered “Sometimes” 
quite commonly as to another option, “Rarely”, this shows that the situations asked do have an impact on the 
respondents in the workplace communication. As an example from this study, the majority of participants agreed 
that they feel anxious when they do not comprehend unfamiliar terms in communicating with another individual. 
Thus, this proves that these communication barriers causes communication breakdown at the workplace.

However, for the physical environment, not all respondents view that physical obstacles as one of the major bar-
riers in communication as only a selected number of respondents that experienced physical environment barrier 
as an issue to effective communication. Acoustic sound is viewed to be an obstacle to a certain point as it may 
cause individuals to be distracted in communication when a sudden nearby sound interrupts their attention. But, 
temperature wise, based on the results from this study, not many participants view temperature as a hindrance to 
successful communication. The findings show that it may be an issue, but not seen as a major one compared to 
the other factors studied.
 
There are several implications that can be derived from this study. These findings indicate that employers should 
take these problems that occur in the workplace seriously. This is due to the fact communication is a crucial factor 
that can affect the organization’s success or failure as it involves the intellectual assets of the organization. There-
fore, effective communication would not only bring benefit to the employees, but this includes the superiors and 
the organization as a whole. In order to achieve this positive state in the workplace, a few a recommendations are 
given.
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First of all, the management should feature key issues and pinpoint basic zones for improvement. It is known 
those attitudes that exist and the degree of communication breakdowns, which feature the issues that should be 
tackled. Propelled insights enable us to realize where to begin to have the most effect or enhance an explicit result. 
This enables associations to focus on the most basic zones to address – regardless of whether it’s an explicit char-
acteristic, for example, convenience or peak, or an open door, for example, how administrators convey informa-
tion– enabling the organization to be progressively prescriptive and show signs of improvement results quicker.

Secondly, exhibit responsibility to change. If the organization is determined about enhancing communication in 
the workplace, the demonstration of measuring is an image of progress, and it will be esteemed by workers. Be 
that as it may, be careful with estimating without the promise to finish - to be compelling in supporting change, 
the employers have to accomplish something with the information to demonstrate advance.

Lastly, evaluate current internal communication system. It is difficult to enhance something that is not known to 
bring down the organization. When arranging future communication ventures, the management should evaluate 
the present techniques, procedures and innovation to decide whether they require updating. It is also important to 
review past input and representative studies to pass judgment on what specialized strategies are functioning admi-
rably or not all that well. This approach can help figure out what the present communication technique is missing 
of. A recommendation for development is to create a comprehensive record of what should be implemented to 
enhance your worker communication challenges. Afterward, establish the foundation for making noteworthy ar-
rangements and what should be covered in the “planning” meeting.

Suggestions for Future Research

For those who have the intention to do the same study, the researchers recommend to further highlight the commu-
nication issues at the workplace, more barriers should be taken into consideration other than choosing language 
and physical environment barrier. As a suggestion, future researcher might want to identify if channel barrier or 
cultural barrier do affect the communication at the workplace. Besides, future researcher may replicate this pres-
ent study by incorporating more variables in order to have a more comprehensive study. Future researchers are 
recommended to include more obstacles that cause ineffective communication at the workplace yet still maintain-
ing the previous variables that had been discussed in this study. By incorporating more variables, future researcher 
can discovered which barriers disrupt the most on communication at the workplace.
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