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Case Study: Lost in Translation at Helix Diagnostics
Managing Cross-Cultural Conflict

Company Background

Helix Diagnostics is a 1,400-person medical-device company headquartered in Boston, MA
with a fast-growing 90-person R&D and software center in Bangalore, India, which opened
three years ago. The Bangalore Center was created to accelerate product development,
and leadership has publicly called it "central to our future." In practice, however, most
product decisions, budgets, and roadmaps still originate in Boston.

The two sites collaborate daily on a flagship project: a next-generation blood-analysis
platform with a hard regulatory submission deadline.

The People
Dan Whitford, Senior Product Manager (Boston). Direct, fast-moving, proud of "radical

candor." He believes the best teams say what they think in the moment and that
disagreement is healthy. He has never worked outside the U.S.

Arjun Mehta, Engineering Lead (Bangalore). Highly respected by his team, careful, and
relationship oriented. He sees his job as protecting his engineers and maintaining harmony
with team members in Boston, on whom future headcount and promotions depend.

The Incident

Three weeks before a key milestone, Dan hosted a 30-person all-hands video call across
both sites to review progress. Mid-meeting, he pulled up Bangalore's module, which had
two unresolved bugs, and said:

"Honestly, this is sloppy. | don't understand how this got signed off. We can't keep missing
the bar like this."

In Boston, several people nodded to them, Dan was being normal: blunt, but about the
work, not the person. In Bangalore, the room went silent. Arjun, on camera in front of his
entire team and senior leadership, replied evenly, "Understood, Dan. We'll fix it. No
problem.”

Internally, Arjun was alarmed. The timeline Dan implied was not realistic but contradicting

a Boston manager publicly and in front of his own team would cause everyone to lose face
and signal disrespect. Therefore, he committed to the date.
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The Escalation

Over the next two weeks:

Arjun's team worked nights and weekends, but the fix required an architecture
change he flagged (quietly, in a one-line email) months earlier. The deadline slipped
by four days.

Dan, seeing the slip after Arjun said, "no problem," concluded Arjun was unreliable
and "wouldn't tell him the truth." He wrote to his own VP: "I can't get straight answers
out of Bangalore."

Arjun, hearing that his team was being blamed in Boston, concluded Dan was
disrespectful and didn't value the Bangalore Center. Two of his strongest engineers
asked him privately whether they should look for jobs outside of the company.

Both employees believe they behaved professionally. Both feel disrespected. Neither have
discussed what happened.

Third Party Feedback

You are Sofia Reyes, the newly appointed Director of Global Program Delivery, broughtin
to keep the project on track. Both Dan and Arjun report into your program. The regulatory
deadline is real and cannot move. In 48 hours, you have a call scheduled with both. You
need to decide how to intervene, not just to save the deadline, but to keep a fracture
between the two sites from becoming permanent.

Discussion Questions

1.

Diagnose the breakdown. Separate the behaviors from the intentions. Where did
each employee act reasonably within their own workplace norms?

"No problem" vs. the truth. Dan believes Arjun lied to him. How does adaptive
leadership theory play arole in this scenario? What did Arjun's "Understood, no
problem"” communicate? Reflect on implications for cultural neuroscience.

Power and safety. Bangalore depends on Boston for budget and promotions. How
does that imbalance shape what Arjun could realistically say in that meeting?
Whose responsibility is it to make candor safe?

In the role of Sofia, what do you do first? Do you talk to them together or
separately? What do you say to each? What do you avoid saying? Draft your opening
line for the call and consider how communication apprehension may play a role.

Beyond the incident. What one structural change (process, horm, or ritual) would
you putin place, so this pattern doesn't repeat across the two sites? How does
cross-cultural communication play a role?
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Case Study: Mind the Gap at Brandt & Vargas Advertising Agency
Communication Styles, Team Harmony, and Paradoxical Leadership

Company Background

Brandt & Vargas is a mid-sized creative advertising agency formed two years ago through a
"merger of equals" between Brandt Werbung, a respected Munich, Germany shop known
for precision, strategy, and award-winning rigor, and Vargas Criagao, a buzzy Sao Paulo,
Brazil agency famous for emotionally resonant, culturally fluent campaigns. The merger's
selling point to investors was simple: German discipline plus Brazilian creativity equals a
global powerhouse.

The two offices now share clients and, increasingly, share work. Their biggest joint account
is a global beverage brand that wants a single integrated campaign launched
simultaneously in twelve markets. The pitch is in three weeks.

The People
Lena Brandt, Executive Creative Director (Munich). Methodical, decisive, and exacting. To

Lena, respectis shown by coming prepared, sticking to the agreed plan, and giving honest,
unvarnished critique. Praise should be earned; silence means things are fine.

Rafael Vargas, Executive Creative Director (Sao Paulo). Warm, improvisational,
relationship-first. To Rafael, the work is the relationship, ideas emerge from energy in the
room, trust is built through personal connection, and harsh public critique poisons the
creative well. He reads enthusiasm as commitment and bluntness as coldness.

They are co-leads on the pitch and neither outranks the other.

The Incident

The two teams met for an internal review to align on the campaign's central creative idea.
The Sao Paulo team presented first with an emotionally driven concept built around a
family reunion, pitched with music, mockups, and visible excitement.

When they finished, the Munich team was quiet. Then Lena said:

"Thank you. It's charming, but it's not a strategy. There's no clear insight, the brief asks for
focus on three core markets, and this only works in one market. Also, the budget doesn't
add up, and the consumer data reflects where we should focus. We'd need to rebuild this
from the brief up.”

To Lena, this was a gift, as she was taking their work seriously enough to engage rigorously.

To the Sdo Paulo team, it landed as a public dismissal of weeks of passionate work. Rafael
smiled, said "Great points, let's regroup,” and ended the call early.
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The Escalation
Over the next ten days:

o Rafael's team quietly stopped sharing early-stage ideas with Munich, deciding to
only show finished work to avoid the criticism of the work. Collaboration slowed to
formal handoffs.

e Lena, receiving only polished decks with no visible thinking, concluded Sao Paulo
was "hiding the process" and "not serious about the strategic rigor a global client
demands." She began copying her managing partner on every email.

o Rafaeltold a colleague “The Germans don't respect us as creative equals. They treat
the merger like an acquisition.” Two senior Sdo Paulo creatives, who joined because
of the merger's promise, are now disengaged.

e Lenatold her managing partner she "can't build a global campaign on vibes" and
questioned whether co-leadership can work.

Both leaders believe they are protecting work and believe the other is undermining
partnership. The pitch is now twelve days away, and the central idea is still in limbo.

Your Role

You are Dr. Ines Klein, Global Head of Talent & Culture, parachuted in by the board
because this account is too important to lose and the company has a lot to lose if the pitch
doesn’t go successfully. You have a 60-minute call tomorrow with Lena and Rafael
together. Your challenge is paradoxical by design: you cannot ask one office to simply
"become more like" the other without destroying the exact value each was acquired for. You
must help two leaders hold both rigor and warmth, both candor and psychological safety at
the same time, under deadline.

Discussion Questions

1. Diagnose the breakdown. Strip out intentions and look only at behaviors. What did
Lena's critique communicate in Munich's "code"? What did it communicate in Sado
Paulo's "code"? Where is the mistranslation?

2. Harmony vs. honesty? Rafael's team protected harmony by hiding their process;
Lena values honesty over comfort. Is harmony getting in the way of the work here, or
is itthe only thing holding the partnership together? Can a team have both?

3. The paradox of co-leadership. Lena and Rafael have equal authority and opposite
instincts. Name two competing demands this campaign places on them
simultaneously (e.g., speed and inclusion, structure and spontaneity). How should
a leader respond when both demands are legitimate, while tension-presenting?

4. As Dr. Ines, design the intervention. You have them together for 60 minutes. How
does nonverbal communication play a role? What do you make explicit that is
currently unspoken? Is your style direct or indirect?

5. Make it stick. Propose one shared working norm not "be nicer" or "be more
rigorous," but concrete guidance that lets both communication styles coexist
productively. How does intercultural skills play a role in team harmony?
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