







Praise for Speaking of India

Timely and insightful, Craig Storti’s book is a great start on the journey of cultural appreciation. Through examining everyday conversations, a complex subject is made accessible. Herein lies the brilliance of Speaking of India.

Sampath Iyengar, Partner, Forum Synergies PE Fund, India

“If you are involved in business interactions with your counterparts in India or the West, you are very likely to experience a number of scenarios described in this book. Sometimes it feels like Craig Storti installed a hidden camera and microphone in the office of his clients and recorded their conference calls; the examples will seem like they happened to you yesterday. By the time you have finished reading this book, his suggestions will make complete sense to you, even though they would not have made any sense if someone had told you to do this before you started. You will save yourself a lot of time and frustration by implementing them!”

Lionel Laroche Author, Danger and Opportunity: Bridging Cultural Diversity for Competitive Advantage
Founder, Multicultural Business Solutions

“If you’re looking to understand how the cultural differences affect working relationships, this is a must read! Craig Storti provides rich insight into why routine interactions are often misconstrued, offers practical advice on how to overcome and presents the material in a way that both the East and West can relate to.”

Nikki Webster, Learning and Development Director, CNA Insurance Companies
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who made all this possible



Foreword


Speaking of India is an extremely effective tool for building bridges and increasing understanding between India and Western societies. It takes on added significance as the American and Indian heads of state renew bonds to move forward together for the global good.

Craig Storti is a guru when it comes to understanding the cultural background of human behavior. He understands the nuances of the Indian mind and behavior so well that I think he must have been Indian in a previous incarnation. Reading his book, I have often felt an “Aha!” moment about my own culture, such as when the author lists the ways in which we Indians say “no.” We exaggerate, ask a question back, maintain a pregnant silence, or just change the topic. Speaking of India is full of astute observations of how we Indians duck the issue!

Storti describes the reasons behind common Indian behaviors and then, most importantly, goes on to offer a practical to-do list on how to overcome cultural obstacles and be more effective in working across the cultural divide. What I also admire about Storti’s book is his fair and nonjudgmental portrait of Indians.

In my own twenty-year journey of running Global Adjustments, relocating expatriate families from large foreign direct investment groups that have come to set up shop in India, I have found it crucial to constantly hone my skills and those of my team as we work with seventy-six nationalities to really know ourselves, know the other culture, and then meet in the middle—with the goal of enhancing understanding and improving business interactions. Speaking of India is spot-on in identifying the key cultural differences that many Westerners struggle with and in suggesting the all-important work-arounds to improve business communication.

In this edition, Storti’s new chapter, “The View from India,” is an excellent addition. The issues he mentions, such as Indians learning to be direct to seniors without offending, and Westerners having to spell out to Indians what is in their head, are very real and cry out for corrective action. The all-too-common business response—just give it time and everything will work out—is not a serious strategy; indeed, it sets the stage for major disruptions in the workplace and greatly undermines the chances for success. Speaking of India is the corrective that both sides need to ensure smooth workplace relations.

Speaking of India is an invaluable guide to the Indian mind. I wish all readers a great journey as you move forward into India’s century.

Ranjini Manian

Founder and CEO, Global Adjustments Author of Doing Business in India for Dummies, Upworldly Mobile and Make It in India
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Introduction


No big international company can do without an India strategy.

The Economist

In this era of globalization, partnerships between Indian and Western companies are now commonplace. Cultural differences are bound to affect such international joint ventures, and while they seldom lead to failure in and of themselves, these differences can notably slow the pace of success. When the parties involved are aware of their differences, however, the way forward is cleared of a major obstacle.


Forget What You’ve Heard: The Growth of Offshoring Has Not Stopped


In the eight years since Speaking of India first appeared, the growth rate of offshoring has waxed and waned. The rate picked up during the Great Recession, slowed down somewhat after that, and is poised to pick up again as this new edition goes to press. Waxed and waned it has, from a 6 percent increase in slow years to nearly 20 percent in boom years, but the growth has never stopped. At the end of every year for the last twenty years, more Indians and more Westerners were working together than at the end of every previous twelve-month period. Since it began, offshoring has never stopped growing; only the pace of growth has fluctuated. The need this book was originally written to address—to help Indians and Westerners understand their cultural differences and improve working relations—is as great today as it was eight years ago. And this need continues to increase.

 [image: Images]

Cultural differences are bound to affect international joint ventures, and while they seldom lead to failure in and of themselves, such differences can notably slow the pace of success.

[image: Images]

NASSCOM, the trade association of the Indian information technology (IT) and business process outsourcing (BPO) industry, predicts growth of 13–15 percent for 2015, up 2 percent from 2014. Leading the charge are such sectors as legal process outsourcing (LPO), predicted to grow by 30 percent in 2015, and knowledge process outsourcing (KPO), with a 22 percent predicted growth rate. Gartner, the industry leader in IT research, predicts the spending on IT in India will reach $73.3 billion in 2015, up 9 percent from 2014. If you are a Western company and India is not in your past or in your present, it could very well be in your future.


How Is This Book Going to Help Me?


The audience for this book is Indians and Westerners** who interact with each other in the workplace on a regular basis. They may interact face-to-face, by phone and conference call, by e-mail and instant messaging, or via other web-based technologies. They may know each other quite well, only slightly, or not at all. All these folks have two things in common: (1) they come from two very different cultures, and (2) so long as they are not aware of their cultural differences, trouble is likely.


Western Readers


If you come from the West and have ever caught yourself saying or thinking the following, this book is for you:

 [image: Images] Indians say “yes” but they don’t mean “yes.”

[image: Images] Indians don’t tell us when they are falling behind on something or are going to miss a deadline.

[image: Images] Indians overcommit: They agree to timetables they can never meet and accept jobs they really can’t do.

[image: Images] Getting negative feedback or constructive criticism out of Indians is like pulling teeth.

[image: Images] Indians don’t like to use their own judgment; sometimes they ask for our permission or approval before doing the most basic things.

[image: Images] Indians never tell us when they don’t understand something; we always ask if they have any questions, but they never do.

[image: Images] Indians don’t tell us when they think something we’ve suggested won’t work or is not a very good idea.

[image: Images] Indians say one thing in a conference call and then turn around and say something else afterward.

[image: Images] Indians don’t like to take ownership or accept responsibility.

These are among the most common issues Westerners face in working with their Indian colleagues, and all are caused by the same phenomenon: a cultural misunderstanding. That being the case, they also share the same solution: raising cultural awareness—which is the whole purpose of this book.

At the core of each of these observations lies the same cultural mistake, one that we all make, Westerners and Indians alike: it is human nature to interpret the behavior of other people—all other people—from the perspective of our own culture. What other perspective could we have? Unless you have lived for a considerable period in a second culture, the conditioning you received from years of experience in your home culture is your “owner’s manual” for human behavior. Never mind that it’s the manual for only some humans, those from your background; still, it is the best that most of us can do.

This means it won’t necessarily help us that much when we’re interpreting the behavior of people from a different culture. Their behavior might mean what it means in our culture, but it might mean something completely different. When it does mean something different and we assign to it the same meaning it has in our own culture, we’re making a mistake. Western readers may be surprised to hear that when Indians are shown the above list of complaints, they usually shake their heads and wonder where Westerners get such strange ideas.

Surprised? Let’s look at an example, one of the more exasperating ones as it turns out. When a Westerner observes that Indians say “yes” but they don’t mean “yes,” the Westerner is actually saying that Indians don’t mean the same thing that Westerners mean when they use the word “yes.” Needless to say, this is quite a different proposition from saying that Indians don’t mean “yes.” Of course they mean “yes”; you just have to know what “yes” means in Indian culture. And most Westerners do not.

[image: Images]

Of course [Indians] mean “yes” when they say “yes”; you just have to know what “yes” means in Indian culture. And most Westerners do not.

[image: Images]

But enough for the moment. We have an entire chapter on “yes” and “no” coming up in these pages (chapter 3), an in-depth discussion of cultural conditioning (see chapter 1), and a complete analysis of the other major East-West cultural disconnects. Suffice it to say here that Westerners who wonder how this book will help them need only have faith that in becoming aware of the major workplace differences between East and West, they will be able to interpret Indian behavior “correctly” (i.e., from an Indian perspective), they will understand how their behavior is being interpreted by Indians (see below), and the mutual understanding that results is bound to improve working relations for everyone.


Indian Readers


If you’re from India and you’ve ever found yourself wondering the following, this book is for you:

 [image: Images] Why don’t Westerners understand us when we tell them “no”?

[image: Images] Why don’t Westerners give us more guidance and instruction?

[image: Images] Why are Westerners so abrupt?

[image: Images] Why do Westerners always ask for things at the last minute?

[image: Images] Why don’t Westerners ever take our suggestions seriously?

[image: Images] Why do Westerners always expect us to know what they’re thinking?

[image: Images] Why are Westerners so rude in meetings?

[image: Images] Why do Westerners expect us to come to them if we have questions?

[image: Images] Why do Westerners insist on such tight deadlines?

This book will answer these and similar questions. Once again, the issues on the Indian list, like those on the Western list, are misunderstandings, the inevitable consequences of people (Indians in this case) not being aware of cultural differences. And the problem, of course, is that in the workplace this lack of awareness on both sides leads to confusion and frustration and can quickly undermine smooth working relations.

In these pages, then, both Indians and Westerners will learn about their cultural differences—in such areas as communication style, management style, meeting style, the concepts of rank and status—about the various problems these differences often cause in the workplace, and how to avoid such problems in the future.


Relax: Not Everything Is Different


This book deliberately focuses on the differences between Indian and Western cultures because differences are what cause misunderstanding. But we hasten to add that not everything is going to be different when East meets West; indeed, the cultures share many similarities, just like the many ways that everyone is like everyone else no matter where they come from. It’s called human nature, and it explains, among other things, why numerous interactions between folks in Boston and folks in Bangalore are going to go off without a hitch. It’s not true, in short, that whenever people from two different cultures interact with each other, all bets are off.

We should also point out that cultural differences are not the cause of every East-West misunderstanding that occurs in the workplace. Culture is just one of many variables that affect workplace relations, and although it is always a possible cause of misunderstanding between people from different cultures, many other explanations are possible. Readers, therefore, must not assume that just because they read this book and learn about cultural differences, they will never again experience a misunderstanding with someone from a different culture. Would that it were that easy.


Behavior Change


Finally, we should warn readers that these pages contain a lot of talk about behavior change, actions that Indians and Westerners can take to improve working relations but which do not come naturally in their respective cultures. When you ask people to do things that do not come naturally or to stop doing things that do come naturally, you have to be realistic. Most readers, Indian and Western, will immediately understand the advice handed down in this book, the various suggestions and recommendations to avoid common problems and enhance workplace effectiveness. But understanding or awareness—knowing what to do—is the easy part; translating awareness into new behavior means going up against a lifetime of instinct and conditioning and then trying something different. That takes time.

In the end, then, of all the advice offered in these pages, there is only one thing you really need to remember: Be patient—both with yourself and with your friends on the other side of the East-West divide.



CHAPTER ONE


Indians, Westerners, and the Cultural Lens

What I say is this [the Indian man remarked] and this I do not say to all Englishmen: God made us different, you and I, and your fathers and my fathers. For one thing, we have not the same notions of honesty and speaking the truth. That is not our fault, because we are made so. And look now what you do? You come and judge us by your own standards of morality. You are, of course, too hard on us. And again I tell you: you are great fools in this matter. Who are we to have your morals, or you to have ours?

Rudyard Kipling

“East and West”

The portion we see of human beings is very small. Their forms and faces, voices and words . . . [But] beyond these, like an immense dark continent, lies all that has made them.

Freya Stark

The Journey’s Echo

Cultural differences like the ones described in this book have been implicated in many of the frustrations, inefficiencies, and, in some cases, the actual failure of Indian-Western partnerships and joint ventures. According to industry experts at Gartner, half of all outsourcing ventures fail, and while cultural differences alone do not usually cause these failures, they are quite often a major contributing factor. Those ventures that do succeed often do so in spite of cultural problems. How much better it would be if these ventures could be even more successful—and succeed even sooner—if the cultural problems could be identified and eliminated at the outset.

[image: Images]

Those ventures that do succeed often do so in spite of cultural problems.

[image: Images]

Cultural differences have repeatedly been found to play a significant role in the following problems that affect many offshore ventures:

[image: Images] Delayed rollout

[image: Images] Unrealized/smaller than expected cost savings

[image: Images] Unsuccessful/slower than expected knowledge transfer

[image: Images] Too much time managing the relationship

[image: Images] Production delays

[image: Images] Missed deadlines

[image: Images] Work that has to be redone

[image: Images] Backlash against outsourcing from the company’s workforce (“We told you so”)

Fixing the cultural piece will not cause these problems to go away, but it will mitigate many of them and, more important, create the circumstances—mutual understanding and trust—that will enable all those involved to put in place the other measures that sooner or later will send these problems packing.


Which Westerners?

Before we go any further, we should probably be more precise about these Westerners we’ve being going on about. Can we really make meaningful statements about such a large and diverse group? Jacques Barzun, for one, doesn’t think so: “Of all the books that no one can write,” he has observed, “those about nations and the national character are the most impossible” (Kammen 1980, xvii). Bloody but unbowed, we actually propose to go Barzun one better and write a book about an entire group of nations. If it’s impossible to write meaningfully about one country, then surely it is close to madness to write about a collection of countries.

In our defense, we have pared down what we mean by Western countries in these pages to include only the following: the United States, northern Europe (in particular the United Kingdom but also the Netherlands, Germany, and the Scandinavian countries), and the former British colonies of Canada, Australia, and New Zealand. (The latter two are not geographically in the West, of course, but their cultures are certainly more Western, specifically more British, than they are Asian.) We do not include any other Western European countries in our definition, most especially not southern, Mediterranean, or what might be called Latin Europe. This region is indisputably part of the West, but the cultures of Mediterranean Europe are quite different from those of northern Europe. Most generalizations we can safely make about northern Europe and the United States, therefore, do not apply to southern Europe. When we speak of the West, Westerners, and Western countries in these pages, we mean the United States, northern Europe, and the former British colonies (except where otherwise indicated).

The reader may still wonder how we can get away with lumping Germany, say, in the same cultural bloc as England or the United States. The answer is that with respect to the cultural issues that come up the most often in the offshore experience, namely communication style and management style, the Western countries are similar to each other in their overall assumptions and values, if not always in the specific applications of those assumptions. Managers in both Germany and the United States, for example, delegate authority and expect subordinates to make independent decisions, but German managers typically expect to be kept better informed about such decisions than their American counterparts. Moreover, for all the subtle—and even not so subtle—cultural differences among the various Western countries in communication and management style, the overall approach in each country is much closer to that of the other Western countries than it is to that of India.


Which Indians?

In some ways it’s even harder to write about the single country of India than it is to write about all the Western countries described above. Winston Churchill is reputed to have said that India is no more a country than is the equator. And he is in good company, for the overwhelming consensus is that there’s no such place as India—and, by extension, no such thing as an Indian. Westerners will tell you this; Indians will tell you this; and the facts will tell you this. Amaryta Sen, India’s Nobel laureate in economics, is fond of quoting one of his Western teachers, who told him: “Whatever you can rightly say about India, the opposite is also true” (2005, 137).

“The simple fact is that we are all minorities in India,” Shashi Tharoor writes in his book India: From Midnight to the Millenium and Beyond. “There has never been an archetypal Indian to stand alongside the archetypal Englishman or Frenchman” (1997). Just one look at the religious, racial, ethnic, geographic, linguistic, class, caste, and socioeconomic diversity of India is enough to confirm Tharoor’s view, and should be more than enough to scare off any would-be pontificators. It has not frightened anyone, of course (present company included), but it has instilled in all of us a generous dose of humility.

Almost all nations celebrate their diversity, but none with more justification than India. There is north India and south India; east India and west India; Hindu, Moslem, Sikh, and Jain India; desert India, tropical India, and Himalayan India; urban India and rural India; very rich India and dirt-poor India; modern India and traditional India. In any book or article about India it’s not possible to get past the second or third page or the first few paragraphs before running across the obligatory land-of-contrasts passage, explaining why the country is fundamentally unprofileable. “This is a country where 300 million people live in absolute poverty,” one recent example reads

Most of them in its 680,000 villages, but where cell phone users have jumped from 3 million in 2000 to 100 million in 2005, and the number of television channels from 1 in 1991 to more than 150 last year.

India’s economy has grown by 6 percent annually since 1991, a rate exceeded only by China’s, yet there are a mere 35 million taxpayers in a country with a population of 1.1 billion. Only 10 percent of India’s workers have jobs in the formal economy. Its excellent engineering schools turn out a million graduates each year, 10 times the number for the United States and Europe combined, yet 35 percent of the country remains illiterate. (Grimes, 2007)

Fortunately, we plan to describe only a small subset of Indians in these pages—educated urban professionals—who, while they come from all the different Indias, share a common subculture that makes them more like each other than like the Indians of their various homelands. Indeed, in many ways they have more in common with urban professionals in London and Los Angeles than with the bullock-cart drivers they drive past while commuting to downtown Bangalore.

About these Indians it is possible to make accurate and useful generalizations, so long as one remembers the first rule of all generalizations: they must be taken with a grain of salt (including those about the West). Generalizations are only true in general; they may be accurate about a group but not necessarily about any individual member of that group or for any particular set of circumstances. You will never meet a general person, in other words, and you will never be in a general situation. In the end, you have to deal with the person standing in front of you, who in some respects may indeed be just like the general Indian or the general American you have read about in books like this, but who in other ways will be nothing like the stereotype. That doesn’t make them wrong—most stereotypes contain at least a germ of truth—but it does make such stereotypes incomplete and potentially misleading.


Two Types of Indians


Even within the narrow subset of Indians we will describe in these pages, there is an important distinction that needs to be made between those who have spent some time in the West and those who have not. The former, obviously, are somewhat or even very familiar with Western ways, while all the latter know about the West is what they have heard (chiefly from other Indians).

Why is this important? If, as an American or European, you are dealing with an Indian who is living in your country and working in your workplace, or who may be back in India but previously sojourned in your country, you can reasonably assume that that individual understands some things about your culture, certainly more than an Indian who has never been to your country. This Indian, let’s call him Raj, has worked with and alongside Americans or the English, let’s say, has observed how they interact with each other, and knows, therefore, how—ethnocentric as we all are—these Americans or Brits expect him to behave: just like them.

Raj, who is also ethnocentric—or was up until now—begins to notice that a lot of the ways he has always behaved, which he thought of as right and normal back home, are nowhere to be seen in Boston or Birmingham; indeed, when he behaves in those ways people look at him strangely, or worse. As a result, Raj begins to adjust his behavior to be more like what he sees around him every day in the workplace, for that behavior, strange as it appears to him, is clearly normal and appropriate in this environment. Raj, in short, is becoming Westernized, and because he is becoming Westernized, Westerners are finding it increasingly easy to understand and work with him.

Raj will never become completely Westernized, of course; he will most likely adopt Western behaviors in some circumstances but not others and will typically revert to “type” (his Indian self) when he is under a lot of pressure. In other words, while Westerners can reasonably expect fewer cultural misunderstandings with Westernized Indians like Raj, they should still be careful not to mistake a few outward trappings of Western behavior for a complete personality change.

Just how Western a Westernized Indian actually becomes depends on a number of factors: how long the Indian has worked in the Indian business culture (how Easternized he or she is); how old he or she is (younger Indians tend to be more flexible and adaptable); who the Indian actually reports to (whether he or she reports to an Indian boss in the United States or the United Kingdom or to a Western boss); how long the Indian spends in the West; and whether he or she comes alone (in which case they tend to adapt more quickly) or with a group of Indians (with whom the Indian may interact as much or even more than with the Westerners in the workplace).

The second type of Indian is someone who has not spent any time or spent very little time in the West. This person, let’s call her Sumitra, has not seen Americans or Brits in action on their cultural turf, has not observed how they interact with each other in the workplace, does not realize how they are expecting her to behave—like them—and does not understand, therefore, that the way she in fact behaves is not always appropriate, normal, or understood in the West. Sumitra does not adjust her behavior, does not become Westernized, and is not as easy for Westerners to understand and work with. For obvious reasons, Americans and Europeans will have more cultural problems with Sumitra, most likely some of the very problems described in the rest of this book.

Even Westerners who understand all this sometimes hold out the hope that as time goes by and she has more contact with the West, Sumitra, even without the benefit of a stay in Minneapolis or Manchester, will somehow become a little more Westernized. A little, perhaps, but Westerners must remember that the Western workplace has no immediacy or reality for Sumitra, no real claim on her, no matter how much time she spends on the phone with Americans, how many conference calls she sits in on, or how many e-mails she writes. The Indian workplace, meanwhile, is immediate and very real; her future depends on her succeeding in that environment, not in Minneapolis. Indeed, if Sumitra were to become Westernized, it would not do anything for her career.
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