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The Cultural Customer 
Service Imperative 
Death at airport exemplifies the need for 
understanding customers culturally 

By Rick Weaver 

When Robert Dziekanski arrived in Vancouver on a flight from Frankfurt, Germany, the 40-year-old 
Polish immigrant stayed in a secure baggage area, as directed by his mother. After ten hours he 
attempted to leave the area. However, speaking only Polish, he was unable to communicate with the 
members of Canadian Border Services, the agency responsible for the baggage area. When the agitated 
Dziekanski began throwing items at the secured exit door, members of the Royal Canadian Mounted 
Police were called to assist. 
 
Twenty-five seconds later Dziekanski would be 
zapped by a Taser.  Two 50,000 watt Taser 
shots followed within a short timeframe, and 
Dziekanski was lying on the airport floor -- 
dead. 
 
This issue exemplifies the need for businesses to 
be aware of the cultures they serve. None of the 
Mounties understood the Polish language or 
culture, nor did they wait for cultural assistance. 
One did, however, radio to other officers that 
the man was speaking only in Russian.  
 
Had a cultural advisor or linguist been available, 
there would undoubtedly have been a very 
different outcome. 

The need for cultural customer service 

The Dziekanski incident reveals a need for 
cultural customer service that extends far 
beyond Canadian airports. Throughout the 
world cultures are shifting where they live, 
work, and recreate. Ethnic, racial, and 
generational populations are still the most 
identifiable cultural groups, however other 

cultures emerging in new areas include 
economic, dietary, and health-conscious. 
 
Businesses and their employees coming in 
contact with the emerging cultures need to be 
aware of the cultures – or where they can get 
cultural assistance. 

Six ways to fulfill cultural 
customer service expectations 
 
Surprisingly, people are not overly demanding 
when it comes to addressing them on a cultural 
basis. This is probably due to the lack of cultural 
customer service in general. The slightest effort 
in reaching their customer service preferences is 
handsomely rewarded with business. Here are 
some ways you can provide culturally specific 
customer service. 
 
1. Take extra time with a customer.  
 
Taking a few extra moments with someone of 
an emerging cultural group is favorably 
recognized instantly. Dziekanski’s mother had 
been at the airport for several hours waiting for 
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her son’s arrival. When he did not come out of 
the secured area, she approached several airport 
personnel in an attempt to get them to help her 
look for her son. She found nobody willing to 
take the time to assist her. Frustrated and 
thinking her son may have missed his flight or 
connection, she left the airport after several 
hours. Had just one person taken the time, not 
only would Dziekanski been spared the 
confrontation with the police, his mother would 
have passed along positive word-of-mouth 
advertising to her acquaintances. 
 
2. Try to speak their language.  
 
Many people do not feel they should make any 
attempt to learn a language other than the 
locally accepted language. In Vancouver, the 
local language is English. It would not be 
necessary for personnel to speak the entire 
language of an emerging nationality, however 
some key phrases would be appreciated. I once 
went to Paris. I learned how to say, “Do you 
speak English?” in French before I left. It was 
amazing the attitude of Parisians shifted when I 
started with my one French quote upon 
beginning a conversation.  
 
3. Understand the culture’s needs.  
 
A great way to roll out the welcome mat is to 
know the needs, likes, customs, and wants of 
emerging cultures. It takes little work to 
understand the basics, which are a great starting 
point. See some suggested ways to learn as you 
read on. 
 
4. Apologize for mistakes.  
 
Certainly it is easy to make mistakes if your 
business is staffed with humans – and whose 
isn’t? When the Royal Canadian Mounted 
Police first approached Dziekanski they thought 
he was entirely out of control, as indicated by 
the chair and PC throwing events that caused the 

RCMP to be called in the first place. However 
cultural experts say Dziekanski’s actions are 
consistent with Polish customs of relief and 
welcome when finally seeing help arrive.  
 
5. Make sure you words are accurate.  
 
When you offend someone, whether culturally 
or not, take the time to get the facts correct 
before giving statements that appear to be 
factual. The initial statement was definitive in 
saying there were three officers involved. 
However a video taken by passerby Paul 
Pritchard clearly showed four uniforms. Once 
this came to light, the feelings of a cover-up 
became inevitable. 
 
6. Use sensitive wording when referring to 
anything cultural.  
 
RCMP Sgt. Pierre Lemaitre handled the 
situation poorly by using insensitive references 
to the situation. When interviewed, he stated 
that Dziekanski was acting in a manner that 
could indicate drug use or a medical condition. 
He did not comment that it also could indicate 
the frustration of a man that had been 
traumatized by the events of the prior ten hours, 
that they were a possible reaction to the first 
tasering, or that they were potentially cultural in 
nature. He further showed insensitivity by 
commenting on Dziekanski’s death, “We're 
leaving that to the expertise of the coroner's 
office,” instead of using terminology such as 
waiting to hear the decision of the proper 
professional authorities. 

Four cultural resources available 
in most communities 
 
Every business and organization should 
maintain a list of cultural resources within their 
community, or that can be readily accessed over 
the Internet. Here are some common resources: 
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1. Culture Clubs and Centers.  
 
Communities with emerging populations 
normally have a nearby cultural center. These 
centers assist members of the culture to 
assimilate within the community and generally 
facilitate assistance with immigration matters. 
The cultural centers are also a rich resource for 
training employees about the nuances of their 
nationality, region, customs, language, and other 
information of importance to provide customer 
service.  
 
2. MBCglobal.org.  
 
This website offers cultural bridges for most 
major cultures and many emerging cultures. 
Visitors will find information about the various 
groups within a culture and information that 
may help them reach out to customers on a 
cultural basis. 
 
3. Churches and schools.  
 
Churches are also a good resource for cultural 
information. For individuals where the local 
language is not the primarily spoken language 
for their culture, it is not uncommon for them to 
establish churches that address their specific 
cultural needs. Culturally distinctive schools 
also have been established in many areas where 
a new culture has been established. These 
schools may be based upon ethnicity, learning 
discipline, trade, language, affluence, or some 
other cultural group. Check the phone book or 
local ministerial association. 
 
4. Schools.  
 
Culturally distinctive schools also have been 
established in many areas where a new culture 
has been established. These schools may be 
based upon ethnicity, learning discipline, trade, 
language, affluence, or some other cultural 

group. Check the phone book or contact your 
local Intermediate School District. 

Three reasons you cannot afford 
to avoid cultural service 
 
Reaching out on a cultural basis is vital to 
business growth. Here are some things to think 
about when prioritizing your need to think of 
customer service on a more cultural basis. 
 
1. New customers.  
 
As populations shift, those that reach out to the 
emerging sectors will find an untapped growth 
vehicle, making their store or service offering 
more culturally distinctive. 
 
2. Retaining customers.  
 
As more businesses and organizations begin to 
reach out culturally, they will be taking with 
them the members of those cultures – including 
those that are currently your customers. The 
reason is that by addressing the cultural aspects 
of an individual they are entering that 
individual’s comfort zone. People like to do 
business with those that understand and 
appreciate their specific needs.  
 
3. Customer loyalty.  
 
By taking a cultural approach, businesses and 
organization are attaching to the same emotions 
that generate feelings of loyalty. This means that 
the businesses entering the cultural arena first 
will be the strongest competitors for many years 
to come. 

Back to the airport 

Vancouver International Airport will have a 
stigma for many years to come. Although 
travelers do not always have control over the 
specific airports they use, there are options 
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existing for connecting passengers that will take 
them (and the passenger fees associated with 
them) to other airports. This may also have an 
impact on the airlines they choose. If a traveler 
has no choice but to use the specific airport, 
they still have the discretion to spend money 
within the airport at the stores and restaurants. 
This is an area where an airport will take a 

direct hit for poor treatment of their traveling 
customers. 
 
The best business practices indicate that in these 
days of unparalleled competition, businesses 
cannot afford to give up a single customer, 
particularly when providing cultural customer 
service is a relatively inexpensive option. 
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