
Shutterstock

T	 he Cultural Competency  
	 Seminar in Family Law  
	 Practice 2024 focuses on 
 the difficulties of commu-

nication in cultural and professional 
settings. The following is a collec-
tion of famous miscommunications 
in business and political settings 
over the past six (6) decades.

[Disclaimer: Collected by but not 
verified]

1958: Richard Nixon’s  
“AOK” Sign  
While visiting Brazil, Vice President 
Richard Nixon flashed the “AOK” 
hand gesture, which is considered 
obscene in Brazil.

1960s: GM’s “Chevrolet 
Apache” in Iran and  
Latin America:  
General Motors faced issues intro- 
ducing the Chevrolet Apache truck 
to Iran due to negative associations  
with American cowboys and movies. 
GM had to rename and rebrand 
the truck for the Iranian market. 
When GM introduced the Chevy 
Nova in Spanish-speaking countries, 
they failed to realize that “Nova” 
means “no go” in Spanish, hurting 
sales until the name was changed.

1960s: Electrolux’s Vacuum 
Cleaner Ad in the UK  
Swedish company Electrolux used 
the slogan “Nothing sucks like an 
Electrolux” in the UK, which carried 
an unintended negative connotation 
in English.

1970s: P&G’s Pampers  
Diaper in Japan  
P&G advertised Pampers with a 
stork delivering a baby in Japan, but 
Japanese consumers were confused 
as local folklore attributes babies 
to giant floating peaches. P&G ad- 

apted its marketing imagery to align 
with local cultural stories.

1974: Gerald Ford’s “Long, 
National Nightmare”  
President Gerald Ford’s reference 
to the “long, national nightmare” 
of Watergate was interpreted as a 
broader indictment of American 
governance.

1977: Jimmy Carter’s  
Translator Error  
During a visit to Poland, President 
Jimmy Carter’s translator converted 
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“I desire to know the Polish people’s 
desires for the future” into “I desire 
the Poles carnally.”

1980s: Pocari Sweat in  
English-Speaking Countries  
The Japanese sports drink Pocari 
Sweat caused confusion in English- 
speaking markets due to its name, 
which implies bodily sweat. The 
brand undertook significant market-
ing efforts to explain the product.

1980s: Parker Pen’s Mexican 
Translation  
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Parker Pen’s slogan “It won’t leak 
in your pocket and embarrass you”  
was mistranslated in Mexico to “It  
won’t leak in your pocket and make  
you pregnant,” causing confusion 
and amusement.

1980s: Procter & Gamble’s 
Logo  
Procter & Gamble faced backlash 
in the Middle East over its logo, 
believed to contain occult symbols 
and an alleged anti-Islamic message.

1990: Pepsi’s “Come Alive” 
Campaign in Taiwan  
Pepsi’s slogan “Come alive with the 
Pepsi Generation” was translated 
in Taiwan as “Pepsi brings your 
ancestors back from the dead,” 
leading to confusion and offense.

1992: George H.W. Bush’s 
“Victory Sign”  
During a visit to Australia, President 
George H.W. Bush flashed a “V for 
victory” sign with his palm facing 
inward, which in Australia is equiv-
alent to the middle finger in the 
United States.

1995: Mercedes Benz “Allah” 
Car Badge  
Mercedes Benz released a car with  
a badge that, when viewed upside 
down, resembled the Arabic script 
for “Allah,” causing outrage in Mus- 
lim-majority countries. Mercedes 
Benz redesigned the badge and 
issued a public apology.

1997: Nike’s “Air” Logo  
Controversy  
Nike released a line of basketball 
shoes with a stylized “Air” logo, 
which resembled the Arabic script 
for “Allah” to Muslims in the Mid-
dle East.

1997: British Airways’  
Tail Fin Design  
British Airways introduced a new 
tail fin design featuring global art-
work, including patterns resembling 
Arabic script. In Saudi Arabia, this 
was seen as disrespectful because 
it could be interpreted as writing 
Allah’s name on the tail of an airplane.  
The design was eventually changed.

1999: Marks & Spencer’s 
Bathroom Tiles  
Marks & Spencer faced criticism 
when it was discovered that a pat-
tern on their bathroom tiles resem-

bled the Arabic script for “Allah.” 
This led to protests and boycotts, 
and the company had to recall the 
tiles and issue an apology.

1999: Mazda’s “Laputa” in 
Spanish-Speaking Countries  
Mazda released a car model named 
“Laputa” in Spanish-speaking coun- 
tries. In Spanish, “la puta” translates  
to “the whore.” Mazda had to change  
the name to avoid embarrassment 
and offense.

2000s: Colgate in India  
Colgate introduced a toothpaste 
with an herbal formula in India but 
failed to highlight the herbs’  tradi-
tional Indian benefits. Consumers 
saw it as another Western product 
until the marketing was localized.

2001: Tony Blair’s  
“Playground” Comment  
After the 9/11 attacks, UK Prime 
Minister Tony Blair described the 
relationship between the UK and 
the US as “like a playground.”

2001: Honda’s “Fitta”  
in Nordic Countries  
Honda named a car model “Fitta,” 
not realizing it was a vulgar term 
for female genitalia in Swedish and 
Norwegian. The car was renamed 
“Jazz” in these markets.

2001: Pizza Hut’s  
Advertisement in Pakistan  
Pizza Hut ran an advertisement in 
Pakistan showing a man with his  
shoes on a table, which is consid-
ered highly disrespectful in Islamic 
culture. The ad was quickly pulled, 
and Pizza Hut issued an apology and 
modified their marketing materials.

2003: Pepsi’s Blue Can in 
Southeast Asia  
Pepsi introduced a blue can in 
Southeast Asia during Ramadan. 
Blue is associated with mourning 
and funerals in some cultures, lead-
ing to poor sales. Pepsi switched 
back to the traditional color.

2005: Jacques Chirac’s  
“British Cuisine” Comment  
French President Jacques Chirac 
joked that British cuisine was the 
worst in Europe, worse than Finn-
ish cuisine.

2005: Burger King’s Ice 
Cream Packaging  

Burger King faced a boycott in the  
UK when it was discovered that the  
design on their ice cream lids re-
sembled the Arabic script for “Allah.” 
The company had to issue an apol-
ogy and redesign the packaging.

2006: Hugo Chávez’s  
“Sulfur” Comment  
Venezuelan President Hugo Chávez 
referred to President George W. 
Bush as “the devil” and said he could 
still smell sulfur from Bush’s pres-
ence at the UN General Assembly.

2007: Nicolas Sarkozy’s  
“Subprime Culture” Comment  
French President Nicolas Sarkozy 
referred to some African countries 
as having a “subprime culture.”

2008: L’Oreal’s Hair Product 
Ad in the Middle East  
L’Oreal ran an ad in the Middle East 
featuring a model with her hair un-
covered, leading to criticism.

2008: Silvio Berlusconi’s 
“Sun-Tanned Obama”  
Comment  
Italian Prime Minister Silvio Ber-
lusconi referred to President Barack 
Obama as “young, handsome, and 
even has a good tan.”

2009: HSBC’s “Assume  
Nothing” Campaign  
HSBC’s “Assume Nothing” slogan 
was misinterpreted as “Do Nothing” 
in various countries, leading to an 
ineffective campaign. The company  
had to rebrand to “The world’s local 
bank.”

2010: Gordon Brown’s  
“Racist” Comment  
UK Prime Minister Gordon Brown 
was caught on a hot mic calling a 
voter he had just spoken with “a 
bigoted woman.”

2010: Coca-Cola’s Urdu Label 
in Pakistan  
Coca-Cola printed labels in Urdu, 
Pakistan’s national language, but 
the script used was deemed too 
informal and disrespectful. Coca- 
Cola had to redesign the labels to 
better respect the local culture and 
language norms.

2010: Giorgio Armani’s  
Logo on Mosque  
A Giorgio Armani store in Dubai 
was located near a mosque and 

featured large, illuminated logos. 
This was seen as disrespectful to 
the religious site, leading to com-
plaints. Armani had to tone down 
the signage to show respect for the 
cultural and religious setting.

2011: Enrique Peña Nieto’s 
“Three Books” Comment  
During a book fair, Mexican Presi-
dent Enrique Peña Nieto struggled 
to name three books that had in-
fluenced him, ultimately providing 
vague and incorrect answers.

2011: Pizza Hut’s Sausage 
Controversy in Malaysia  
Pizza Hut advertised pork sausages  
in Malaysia, a predominantly Mus- 
lim country. This caused an uproar 
as pork is not halal. Pizza Hut quickly 
removed the item and issued an 
apology.

2012: Valentino’s Handbag 
Controversy  
Valentino released a handbag dec-
orated with a pattern that resem-
bled Arabic script, inadvertently in- 
cluding a word resembling “Allah.”

2012: McDonald’s Halal 
Menu Controversy  
In India, McDonald’s faced protests 
when it announced plans to open 
vegetarian-only outlets near religi- 
ous sites. There were concerns in  
Muslim-majority areas about whe- 
ther the meat served in other out-
lets was truly halal. McDonald’s 
had to reassure customers by im-
proving transparency about their 
halal certification processes.

2012: Haribo’s Gummy  
Bears in Turkey  
Haribo’s gelatin-based gummy bears 
were initially not halal, causing 
concern in predominantly Muslim 
Turkey. Haribo reformulated the 
product to be halal-compliant.

2013: Lego’s Jabba’s Palace 
Set  
Lego’s Star Wars Jabba’s Palace 
set faced criticism from the Turk- 
ish Cultural Community of Austria,  
which claimed it resembled Istan-
bul’s Hagia Sophia mosque and 
other structures.

2014: Cadbury’s Halal  
Certification Controversy  
Cadbury faced backlash in Malay-
sia when rumors spread that their 
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chocolates contained pork DNA. 
Despite being halal certified, the 
misinformation led to widespread 
outrage. Cadbury had to conduct 
extensive damage control and re-
assure customers about their halal 
compliance.

2014: Coca-Cola’s Ramadan 
Billboard in Egypt  
Coca-Cola placed a billboard in 
Egypt during Ramadan that fea-
tured a picture of a bottle with the 
words “Share a Coke” in Arabic. 
However, the placement of the 
text led some to read it as “Share 
Allah,” causing offense. Coca-Cola 
quickly replaced the billboard and 
apologized for the oversight.

2014: Red Bull in Ramadan  
Red Bull released an animated car-
toon during Ramadan showing a 
man drinking Red Bull to maintain 
energy while fasting, which faced 
criticism for insensitivity.

2015: Calvin Klein’s Billboard 
in Dubai  
Calvin Klein faced criticism in 
Dubai for a billboard ad featuring 
a model in revealing underwear, 
which was seen as inappropriate in 
a conservative society.

2015: Nestlé’s Coffee  
Creamer Ad in Saudi Arabia  
Nestlé released a coffee creamer 
ad that depicted women without 
headscarves in a public setting, 
leading to backlash from conser-
vative communities.

2015: Etihad Airways’  
In-Flight Magazine  
Etihad Airways included a travel 
guide in its in-flight magazine that 
listed Jerusalem as part of Israel, 
which led to protests from Arab 
passengers who consider East Je-
ru-salem to be part of Palestine. 
The airline issued an apology and 
revised the content of the magazine 
to be more culturally sensitive.

2015: Coca-Cola’s  
Ramadan Ad  
Coca-Cola launched a Ramadan 
campaign in the Middle East fea-
turing a video of a man fasting and 
then breaking his fast with a Coke, 
which faced criticism for commer-
cializing a religious practice.

2016: Dolce & Gabbana’s 
Abaya Collection  
Dolce & Gabbana launched a collec- 
tion of abayas (traditional Muslim  
dresses), receiving mixed reactions. 
Some praised the fashion house for  
embracing Islamic culture, while 
others criticized the high prices 
and felt the designs did not respect 
traditional modesty standards. The 
brand addressed these concerns 
through targeted marketing and 
community engagement.

2016: H&M’s Hijab Campaign  
H&M featured a Muslim model  
wearing a hijab in one of their ad- 
vertisements, which received mixed  
reactions. It was criticized for not 
aligning with local cultural sensi-
tivities.

2017: Dunkin’ Donuts’ 
Arabic Coffee Cup  
Dunkin’ Donuts released a coffee 
cup with Arabic calligraphy in the 
Middle East, which included a de-
sign resembling the word “Allah.” 
This led to protests, and Dunkin’ 
Donuts withdrew the cups and is-
sued an apology.

2017: IKEA’s Women’s Day 
Campaign in Saudi Arabia  
IKEA released a campaign in Saudi 
Arabia for International Women’s 
Day featuring images of women 
without headscarves, which led to 
backlash. The company issued an 
apology and adjusted its campaign 
to better align with local cultural 
norms.

2018: Justin Trudeau’s  
“Peoplekind” Comment  
Canadian Prime Minister Justin 
Trudeau corrected a woman who 
used the term “mankind,” suggesting  
she use “peoplekind” instead.

2018: Donald Trump’s 
“Shithole Countries”  
Comment  
President Donald Trump report-
edly referred to some African 
nations, Haiti, and El Salvador as 
“shithole countries” during an im-
migration discussion.

2019: Boris Johnson’s  
“Kipper” Comment  
UK Prime Minister Boris Johnson 
held up a kipper (a type of smoked 
fish) during a speech, blaming EU 

regulations for the way it was pack-
aged. The packaging requirement 
was a UK rule, not an EU one.

2019: Heineken’s Non- 
alcoholic Beer Campaign  
Heineken launched a campaign 
for its nonalcoholic beer in several 
Islamic countries, including Saudi 
Arabia. Despite being nonalcoholic, 
the association with beer led to 
backlash from conservative com-
munities. Heineken adjusted its 
marketing strategy to focus more 
on the nonalcoholic aspect.

2020: Angela Merkel’s  
“Multikulti” Comment  
German Chancellor Angela Merkel 
declared that the “multikulti” (multi- 
cultural) approach had “utterly failed.”  
While she intended to highlight in-
tegration challenges, the comment 
sparked debate.

2020: Yoshihide Suga’s 
“Fukushima Under Control” 
Comment  
Japanese Prime Minister Yoshihide  
Suga declared that the situation at 
the Fukushima nuclear plant was 
“under control” ahead of the Tokyo 
Olympics, which faced skepticism.

2020: Dolce & Gabbana’s  
Ad Controversy  
Dolce & Gabbana released an ad 
campaign featuring models eating 
pizza with chopsticks, which was 
criticized for cultural insensitivity  
towards Chinese culture. The back- 
lash led to calls for boycotts and 
significant damage control efforts 
from the brand.

2021: Dior’s Ad in China  
Dior faced backlash for an adver-
tisement featuring a model with dark  
makeup and traditional Chinese at- 
tire, which was perceived as per-
petuating negative stereotypes.

2021: Volkswagen’s  
Instagram Ad  
Volkswagen released an Instagram 
ad that appeared to show a white 
hand pushing a black man away, 
which was widely criticized for its 
racist implications. The company 
apologized and removed the ad.

2021: H&M’s Statement  
on Xinjiang  
H&M faced a boycott in China 

after making a statement about 
alleged human rights abuses in 
Xinjiang, leading to significant fi-
nancial and reputational damage 
in the Chinese market.

2022: Balenciaga’s Children’s 
Ad Campaign  
Balenciaga released an ad cam-
paign featuring children holding 
teddy bears dressed in BDSM-in-
spired outfits, leading to public 
outcry and accusations of inappro-
priate and exploitative marketing. 
The brand apologized and pulled 
the ads.

2022: Zara’s Uyghur Model 
Controversy  
Zara faced backlash for featuring a 
model of Uyghur descent in an ad 
campaign, which was seen as in- 
sensitive given the ongoing human 
rights concerns in Xinjiang.

2023: Gucci’s Turban  
Controversy  
Gucci released a fashion line feat- 
uring turbans, which was criticized 
for cultural appropriation and in-
sensitivity towards Sikh traditions. 
The brand faced calls for boycotts 
and issued an apology.

2023: Adidas’s Holocaust- 
Inspired Sneakers  
Adidas faced outrage for releasing 
a sneaker design that resembled 
Holocaust-era shoes worn by pris-
oners in concentration camps. The 
brand apologized and withdrew the 
product.
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