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    Foreword: Intercultural teams are the rule, not the exception




    As Human Resources Manager at an international company that operates worldwide and where growth can only happen at a global level, it is impossible for me to do my job well without being aware of culture. Globally run business operations pay no heed to country borders or cultural differences. That’s one side of the story. The other side is that a lack of intuitive awareness of the culture-related behaviours and the ways in which managers and their employees think can prove costly. Approaches that focus on project management or change management alone often fail to do justice to the day-to-day intercultural environment in which people work. Equally, training seminars that deal solely with intercultural issues often overlook the corporate dimension in organisations because they are unable to address its complexity.




    Ute Clement is in her element when it comes to getting the balance right. Here, she offers a detailed account of the consultancy methods she has used in the course of supporting international projects and change processes throughout the world. Using a systemic approach and drawing on the valuable experiences she has gathered in her work, Ute provides us with a “how-to” guide to acquiring intercultural competence that includes a treasure trove of vivid intercultural anecdotes as well as a broad range of intercultural tools.




    We look to external consultants when we think it would be useful to get an outsider’s perspective on team or departmental processes. Doing so enables us to develop as professionals while simultaneously bringing additional expertise and knowledge into the organisation. What we need are tailor-made solutions that fit the situation and the context at hand.




    Ute Clement handles this crucial interface masterfully. She manages to apply academic research on intercultural issues to specific contexts and thus to put theoretical knowledge to practical use in everyday organisational work. In doing so, she neither clings rigidly to any particular intercultural approach nor loses sight of business processes. Using a host of intercultural stories for illustration, she presents her convincing approach in a way that makes sense and has practical relevance.




    A combination of theoretical clarity, vivid examples and useful tools make this book a compelling and informative read for all those who cross cultures in their work. It demonstrates very clearly how enriching cultural differences can be for us: coming into contact with other cultures and interacting with them can be a lot of fun – not unlike the time spent reading this book.
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    Introduction




    During a merger between a German and a US firm, both sides underwent preparation for creating good working relationships with their colleagues from the other culture. As a way of cultivating contacts in his own division, a German department head invited his new US colleague and her family to an afternoon barbecue.




    The idea was to promote cooperation in the project by strengthening social ties. The German host arranged his garden just so – he wanted his American guests to see that even a German is capable of putting on a decent barbecue and that there is little truth in the commonly held notion that Germans are stiff and awkward. So our German host chose to dress casually: a T-shirt and shorts, he thought, would be eminently suitable for a barbecue. The guests arrived – and confusion abounded. His American colleague and her husband appeared in suits and their children in their Sunday best.




    What had happened? Clearly the laboured efforts on both sides to “get it right” had backfired.




    It may be that the individuals involved in this clash of cultures can look back on it and smile. A situation like this may prompt general amusement and laughter in the context of a barbecue, but in other contexts it can have harmful consequences.




    It is hard to find a company these days that is not part of an international network. In fact, hardly any company can afford not to be part of such a network. Customers, suppliers and production facilities are spread out across the globe. The exchange of information, goods and workers across country borders has reached an unprecedented level. In Germany, we hold phone conversations with our colleagues and partners in the UK, the US, India and China just as often as we do with those in Cologne, Stuttgart, Leipzig or Braunschweig.




    The globalised labour market is transforming the way we work and is a key factor in determining which competencies and skills are important for the jobs we do. There is a need to bridge the ever-increasing geographical, social and cultural distance between locations and employees. Many projects have to be coordinated and managed across different time zones. The complex nature of international business increases the amount of time and effort required for coordination and communication.




    The ratio of time spent coordinating and communicating with colleagues to the time invested in the actual work itself is shifting more and more towards the task of communication. Adequate communication geared towards specific objectives is absolutely crucial for making efficient use of new company architectures, the benefits of decentralised production and a presence in different markets.




    Company employees are spending more and more time clarifying roles, tasks and responsibilities – often without having met with their full project team even once. Whereas roles used to be clearly defined within a solid and stable corporate structure, now the norm is loosely defined work roles in projects with changing responsibilities, targets and architectures.




    These changes have also meant that we are increasingly stepping beyond the borders of our own countries, organisations and traditional departments: cross-border and cross-cultural contacts often turn out to be more awkward than we are used to within our own country, organisation or department. Misunderstandings and communication difficulties are the order of the day, and a lot of time needs to be spent agreeing on a joint plan of action with our colleagues and developing a shared picture of the tasks to be tackled.




    At the same time, many companies are experiencing the benefits of having a corporate make-up that reflects the heterogeneity of its varied markets and activities. Diversity and interaction with foreign cultures can be a gain, an expansion of horizons. We are often amazed to realise that it is possible to see, judge and handle things completely differently. A variety of perspectives can be enriching and can generate synergies. But making good use of these intercultural differences requires an informed awareness of them.




    Our Chinese, English and US colleagues react differently to the way we usually expect. Our established work routines, feedback loops and coordination tools no longer work smoothly (or even at all) in the intercultural context. We stumble over minor deviations from our communicative norms and are disconcerted by the differences between what we are used to in our home contexts and what we expect from our counterparts in spoken or written communication and the responses we get from our international environment.




    These cultural differences present us with new challenges: alongside our specialist expertise, communication skills as well as social and intercultural skills have become essential components of our portfolio; an individual’s capabilities in these areas are crucial to the success of cross-cultural projects. The problems that crop up in cooperation across borders can only be overcome if we possess intercultural skills.




    The context we grow up in shapes us in fundamental ways. It influences how we think, what we notice around us, how we approach other people and how we define ourselves. Our mode of communication, our motivations, and our ways of dealing with conflicts and of making decisions differ from those in other cultures: Chinese, Indian, French and US colleagues and customers have a different view of the world than ours. Charting a course between these different perspectives is the crucial task facing anyone who works in an international context.




    But how can we do this? On the one hand, we have to get used to other cultures’ ways of interacting and of seeing the world, yet, on the other, we can’t “change our spots”: our mentality is part of our identity.




    One quick and easy solution would be to seek information in “How to survive in …” books, using lists of “Do’s and Don’ts” about the rules that apply in other countries. Unfortunately, though, these books are not up to the task. The rules of behaviour they suggest fail to fit the reality we find when we go there.




    Compendia of cultural standards and country profiles list the characteristics of various nations. Here we can find information about the Do’s and Don’ts that exist in India, Turkey and Egypt. This helps us at least to avoid making the most obvious blunders and to avoid harming our projects by showing a lack of respect or causing embarrassing situations (cf. Thomas 2003).




    However, countries such as India and China – but also places in the Middle East including Doha, Dubai and Abu Dhabi – are in the midst of rapid social change. There is not just “one” India: the atmosphere in the IT citadels of southern India is vastly different from that in the rural areas of, say, Rajasthan in northern India. Yet even in the modern cities of the South is it possible to find mediaeval living conditions existing within a few minutes’ walk from avant-garde office blocks and shopping malls with Starbucks, McDonald’s and Prada.




    So this is not just about national culture. In many cases, it is the culture of a region that makes the crucial difference in intercultural encounters. At the same time, though, we need to think about the specific milieu and industry in which we are living and working. The truly significant cultural difference in any given situation will consist of a combination of all these factors.




    Some descriptions of how to behave “properly” and some guides to successful intercultural communication are obsolete before they have even been published. Other approaches recommend that we let go of all our knowledge about other cultures and instead bring a highly attentive attitude to our encounters with cultural differences. They encourage us to approach other cultures with cultural awareness and a basic attitude of openness, arguing that cultural awareness will enable us to gain an understanding of the specific culture of our counterpart (cf. Green 1999).




    Yet this approach is too simple as well. Merely being aware that differences exist is not enough to develop practical options for action. What is more, few of us actually have the opportunity in our everyday working life to use this “wait and see” approach. Projects and activities have to be coordinated successfully within tight time schedules.




    If we rely solely on the Do’s and Don’ts, we run the risk of following guidelines that totally fail to improve our ability to act while possibly causing even more disconcertedness and misunderstanding. The same is true of a straightforward awareness approach: it gives us no practical options, and we risk spending too much time exploring intercultural differences.




    A meta-model rather than “Do’s and Don’ts” or awareness




    The aim of any effective approach to successfully handling an international business environment should be to convey not only knowledge about other cultures but also a useful attitude towards them.




    Lists of Do’s and Don’ts are not flexible enough to do justice to the diversity and constant change going on within societies. A meta-model of cultural difference that enables us to be flexible in developing assumptions about cultural specificities in a certain environment can be much more helpful. This meta-model should do justice to the dynamics of social developments and the heterogeneity of cultures on the one hand, while protecting us from falling headlong into the many traps of intercultural communication on the other. It should prepare us for predictable difficulties and conflicts and enable us to develop theories and ideas about how problems of this sort can be handled.




    A meta-model of this kind makes it possible to find one’s way in any specific culture; it can serve as a framework for navigating the uncharted waters of cultures with which we are not familiar. It cannot be limited solely to the characteristics of a nation but must instead do justice to the different cultures that exist within geographic regions, organisations, professions and professional roles. It is dynamic rather than static.




    Furthermore, intercultural competence is not limited merely to knowing about the pitfalls of communication and the differences between, say, Taiwan and mainland China.




    As managers, HR developers and coaches, we have developed and applied just such a meta-model over the course of 15 years’ consultancy work providing support for projects, change processes and mergers. It is an approach that




    • incorporates necessary knowledge about cultures,




    • emphasises the necessary attitude towards other cultures,




    • and provides techniques for coping with intercultural challenges.




    This approach is embedded in a learning model for acquiring intercultural competence – because cultural competence is the result of a long-term learning process.




    Rather like a deep-sea fish that is used to living at a depth of 1000 m with 100 bar pressure on its scales and only feels this pressure – this “cultural” imprint – when it climbs to the surface and its physical sense of itself changes, the first step in this learning process is one of cultural self-awareness. It is not until we react to other cultures that we start to understand our own cultural imprinting. Just like the fish, we cannot understand the way we are if we move exclusively within our own cultural environment.
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      Fig. 1: What is culture?


    




    It is not until we have had our first experiences of intercultural interaction and have entered into other environments that we learn to understand the factors that shape other people. Our meta-model helps us both to develop hypotheses about where the greatest dangers lurk and to better understand and unravel the misunderstandings we come up against.




    A range of techniques exist that can enable us to move more easily between cultures and to learn from our experiences. Other cultures challenge us to question our assumptions about reality (“What is true?”) and of normal behaviour (“What is normal?”). They prompt us to take a step back from our comfortable routines and to discover ourselves and our counterparts anew. This is what is especially fascinating about working at an international level: it is a positive and exciting learning process that lasts a lifetime.




    The special attraction of working across cultures is that one’s knowledge and capabilities are continuously being put to the test. I am still learning.




    Over a period of 15 years of consulting work in the context of international change processes, mergers, take-overs and projects, my colleagues and I at Ute Clement Consulting have gathered a wealth of experience. The aim of this book is to present this experience in a systematic and easily accessible way. The idea is to include references to tried-and-tested as well as new theoretical approaches without drifting into a dry academic monologue.




    Our approach has been developed over a number of years and provides the basis for our work as intercultural organisational consultants. It differs from others in that we see culture as inextricably linked to other issues – in other words, we include it in all of our consulting work. We address intercultural issues as and when they arise within our client system or in the course of the consulting process – rather than before or after a certain phase of the work (cf. Clement and Nemeczek 2000). Culture is not always a necessarily relevant aspect of collaboration when people from different cultural backgrounds encounter one another.




    This understanding of consultancy requires that, as intercultural consultants, we have every perspective at our disposal: the systemic consultancy perspective as well as the business perspective and the intercultural perspective (cf. Clement and Krejci 2009).


  




  

    1. Culture and its challenges




    1.1 Potential costs of culture




    It is difficult to translate into numbers the influence cultural factors have on the success of business ventures. However, since the early 1990s, there has been an upsurge of interest in culture, at least in research on international corporate mergers. For example, various studies conducted by the Institute for Mergers & Acquisitions and the British Institute for Management show that the integration of cultural differences has a considerable impact on whether turnover in the firms involved can be increased after the merger (cf. Schneck 2004).




    The managers interviewed in these studies emphasised that, in addition to other factors, it was above all differences in the way decisions were made and communicated that were responsible for failures to achieve certain objectives (cf. 5.3.4). Different styles of management, work routines and decision-making practices placed constraints on the sought-for synergetic effects.




    Modes of management and decision-making within firms are a product of specific corporate cultures. The degree of fit between these different corporate cultures is one of the key factors in the success or failure of mergers ( cf. 1.5).




    1.2 Culture at a glance




    So how are we to understand culture? The term culture is used in a variety of ways. A glance at the history of the word gives us insight into the diverse meanings and purposes that have attached to and are still attached to the word in different eras and contexts (cf. Baecker 2003). The word originally referred to taking care of fields and to crop farming. In other words, it was about taking care of the foundations of human existence.




    In the Middle Ages, the word was used to describe reverence for religious and artistic objects. This meaning is reflected even today in the use of the term to refer to the artistic products of a culture. Culture refers to cultural goods such as dance, food, painting, literature and music.




    The modern use of the term culture developed during the 18th and 19th centuries: culture became something that certain countries, nations, or tribes “possess”. Here, the term refers to the way social groups see reality and act within it. Culture is the framework of meaning that enables us to explain the world. Culture is like a pair of spectacles through which we interpret what is going on around us.




    1.3 Just a kiss?




    This becomes particularly obvious when we are dealing with the supposedly small things that we consider to be perfectly ordinary and normal.




    How would you judge the following situation in France? ... You are attending a meeting with a new colleague and are waiting for the other participants to arrive. When the first of these, a female colleague, walks into the room, her male colleague stands up and greets her with a kiss on each cheek. How would you interpret this gesture?




    You would probably assume that the two know each other fairly well – and have possibly done so for several years; indeed, you may think they even have more than just a working relationship. Yet this need not necessarily be the case at all. In France, giving someone a kiss on both cheeks is a standard form of greeting, whereas in Germany it is only common among friends who know each other very well.




    So if we look at the French greeting through German spectacles, we will probably end up reading too much into the gestures we observe.




    Things start to get interesting when we use our assumptions to respond to this form of greeting. Of course it is important to be open to the “social manners” of other cultures. But a kiss hello in one context is not a kiss hello in another context! The dangers of imitating cultural patterns can be regularly observed at the highest level in television reports about large international gatherings.




    The French kiss hello does not make contact with the other person’s cheek and the two individuals don’t embrace one another. It is a suggested kiss with no physical contact. When Germans imitate this kiss, they almost automatically include an embrace as well. This amounts to a failure to maintain the physical distance that is customary in France, which leads to considerable consternation in the other person. The reason for this is that, from a French perspective, the boundary of privacy has been overstepped. Viewed through German spectacles, however, this happened much earlier in the encounter, namely, when the kiss hello was preferred to a handshake.




    If, in the situation described above, the German male colleague wished to “act French” and were to welcome the French female colleague with a firm embrace and a kiss on each cheek, the latter would probably feel completely taken aback by this unexpected closeness to the German colleague and would see the close embrace and the kiss on the cheek as an inappropriate violation of her personal space – and would react accordingly with surprise, rejection or marked reservation. French people respond fairly negatively to any violation of their personal space.




    This negative response would, in turn, provoke bewilderment on the German side.




    The different frames of meaning through which we interpret the situation lead to these highly contrasting types of reaction. In Germany, an embrace and a kiss hello are a sign of familiarity and are common only between two people who know one another well. In France, however, the kiss (without an embrace) is a normal greeting ritual and doesn’t presuppose any familiarity. If the German concept is applied to the reserved French greeting and acted upon, this can be misunderstood on both sides and lead to considerable confusion.




    In French culture, social interaction is regulated by many different rules of etiquette, rituals and codes. Furthermore, a French person’s privacy is considered inviolable. How else could the former French President François Mitterand have had a mistress for years without this being picked up as an issue by the tabloid newspapers which are otherwise so keen to pick up on a scandal?
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