
Understanding Coworkers Better: The Behavior Iceberg Model 
Summary and Application Guide 

 
The Iceberg Model Overview: 
 

• Concept: The behavior iceberg model, popularized by Edward T. Hall, illustrates 
that much of a person’s characteristics and behaviors are hidden beneath the 
surface. Only a small part (the tip of the iceberg) is visible, while the larger, more 
significant part (below the surface) remains unseen. 
 

• Importance: Recognizing both the visible and hidden layers helps in understanding 
and improving interpersonal relationships, fostering empathy, and enhancing 
communication. 

 
Visible Layers: 

• Behavior: Observable actions and reactions. 
• Words: Spoken and written communication. 
• Appearance: Physical presentation and attire. 

 
Hidden Layers: 

• Beliefs: Deeply held convictions and values. 
• Thoughts: Internal dialogue and reasoning processes. 
• Emotions: Feelings and emotional responses. 
• Cultural Norms: Social and cultural influences that shape behavior. 

 
 

  



Applying the Behavior Iceberg Model: 
 

1. Self-Reflection: 
o Action: Take time to understand your own hidden layers. What are your 

beliefs, values, and emotions driving your behavior? 
o Benefit: Increases self-awareness and personal growth. 

 
2. Understanding Coworkers: 

o Action: Recognize that coworkers have unseen influences shaping their 
actions. Engage in active listening and open-minded questioning to uncover 
deeper insights about them. 

o Benefit: Enhances empathy and strengthens workplace relationships. 
 

3. Empathy in Interaction: 
o Action: Put yourself in others’ shoes to understand their hidden layers. 

Practice patience and encourage honest dialogue. 
o Benefit: Promotes a supportive and inclusive work environment. 

 
4. Open Communication: 

o Action: Foster a culture of open and respectful communication. Encourage 
team members to share their perspectives and cultural backgrounds. 

o Benefit: Reduces misunderstandings and conflicts, enhancing teamwork 
and collaboration. 
 

5. Continuous Learning: 
o Action: Promote continuous learning about cultural competence and 

interpersonal skills. Engage in team-building activities that focus on 
uncovering and appreciating hidden layers. 

o Benefit: Builds a more cohesive and eTective team. 
 

 
Key Takeaways: 
 

• Empathy and Understanding: Use the behavior iceberg model to go beyond 
surface-level interactions and understand the deeper aspects of your coworkers. 
 

• Active Listening and Open Dialogue: Engage in practices that reveal hidden layers, 
fostering a more inclusive and understanding workplace. 
 

• Personal and Professional Growth: Apply the principles of the iceberg model to 
both work and personal life to build stronger, more empathetic relationships. 
 

 
Quote for Reflection: 

"The most important things in life are not visible to the eye." 
– Antoine de Saint-Exupéry 


