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Preface



The single greatest cause of difficulties in global business transactions is not a lack of technical expertise, hard work, or good intentions—it is a lack of “people skills” for relating successfully with counterparts from other countries and cultures. The number of people involved with global business has increased dramatically over the past decade, and now, with the advent of virtual teams, global people skills have become a daily necessity in many professions. There is a strong need for practical, skills-based advice that is neither overly academic nor overly technical; this book is intended to provide such advice.


Cross-border friction is generally shaped by underlying cultural differences, and the areas where it tends to emerge are relatively consistent and predictable. This book is structured around twelve critical people skills that often make the difference between success or failure in doing business across borders. Familiarity with these skills will help readers not only to accomplish business goals, but also to grow both professionally and personally. Each chapter is designed to


• Demonstrate one or more of the major stumbling blocks encountered by businesspeople who interact regularly with foreign counterparts


• Provide clear and practical recommendations for overcoming these problems through the application of knowledge and skills that enable us to get things done across cultural boundaries


• Illustrate this framework through examples and cases that make it concrete and readily applicable to new situations


Some of the best-known books about global business are based on interviews with current corporate leaders and attempt to identify characteristics that lead to success on the world stage.1 Other works draw on survey data from corporate employees representing different nationalities, comparing their perspectives on various dimensions of thought and action.2 The least-useful volumes provide laundry lists of do’s and don’ts for country after country. It may be satisfying to memorize the list for a particular destination, but we quickly realize after arriving in the country that such a list only goes so far—there are many things that are not on the list at all or which even contradict it. Without a deeper understanding of the country and its culture, the list itself is likely to turn into an obstacle, encouraging a false sense of confidence and the illusion of knowing more than we actually do.


This book takes a different approach from any of those just described. It is based on the input of a group of more than two-dozen country and regional experts who were sought out for their experience in assisting global managers and for their collective knowledge of key business destinations on every major continent. Between them, these experts have worked with more than thirty thousand businesspeople doing business in multicultural environments. During the course of our interviews with each expert, we explored a pair of practical questions: “How do foreign businesspeople tend to go wrong in this location?” and, “What do they need to do to be successful?” We also asked them for specific “people skills” examples for their country of expertise. The answers they gave are a primary source of this volume’s contents.


Utilizing the views of people who have “been there” and have longstanding ties to a different place offers a special advantage. These people can provide insights into cultural patterns that take us beyond the static and oddly truncated world of do’s and don’ts. They have gone through the pain, embarrassment, and uncertainty of the adjustment phase that ultimately leads to real knowledge and competence. They have learned how to function effectively and how to “come back”—to straddle both worlds as a guide to others.


No better tool set exists for approaching an unfamiliar location than keen eyes, open ears, a flexible mind, and a willing heart. As we step into a new culture, learning ideally takes place through a gradual process of observation, imitation, comparison with one’s own culture, and finally choosing to do things our way, their way, or through some new hybrid solution that we create together. In a business environment that demands ever-greater speed and effectiveness, accelerating this learning process without rendering it superficial is essential. Perhaps the wisest shortcut is to climb on the shoulders of an experienced “cultural guide” who can help us to learn rapidly—offering perceptions honed over many years—even as we still earn the benefits of our own hard-won experience.


Previous books have helped to put the intercultural and international management fields on the map, to provide a credible research foundation, and to demonstrate the relevance of this type of thinking to global businesspeople. Much of the writing done in the intercultural field, however, is still perceived as “soft and fuzzy” by business audiences. Many intercultural works are, in fact, written by academic authors with limited practical business experience—they often gravitate toward general cultural principles and communication skills without addressing the kinds of issues that are of greatest interest to contemporary leaders and managers: global teamwork, customer relations, change management, strategy, and innovation.


This book aims to achieve a new level of pragmatic value for the global businessperson. It focuses specifically on “how-to” skill areas that are at once practical, of broad cross-cultural interest, and of sufficient depth to be applicable in complex and changing business environments. Three different skill levels—interpersonal, group, and organizational—are addressed using a model that demonstrates the natural links that exist between communication and change, culture and commerce. Because the intended audience is Western readers and particularly businesspeople from the U.S., the cases and examples in the book emphasize situations that they are likely to encounter. However, non-Western perspectives are included; the text highlights the views of counterparts from other countries to encourage readers to take these into consideration as well.


Ultimately, this is a book about global leadership. The essence of leadership is often described as the creation of good vision and strategy and their dissemination throughout the organization, culminating in successful implementation. But, it is essential to bring these things to life in a global context, creating a corporate culture of engagement with customers and employees from around the world. By engagement we mean an ongoing, profound, multidirectional conversation with every part of the global organization. In this sense, intercultural skills and strategy go together. Developing good strategy without the intercultural skills that enable us to engage others is almost impossible. At the same time, intercultural skills are only meaningful if they are deployed for a strategic purpose.
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The Global People Skills Model


If you observe the obstacles that global businesspeople encounter in their work, after a while clear patterns begin to emerge. Not unlike mythical heroes setting out on a journey, almost all those who cross a national or cultural boundary face a common set of hazards.


The hazards outlined here represent not only a source of hardship, but also the doorway to success for aspiring global leaders. Those who learn to overcome them and acquire new skills will find that subsequent projects go more smoothly—the challenges involved in adjusting to each particular foreign setting are related to the ones encountered in the next. Every destination presents fresh issues and the opportunity to make serious blunders, but deep knowledge of the most common skills required to work effectively across borders becomes a valuable resource for future journeys. Why make the most predictable and costly mistakes when you can learn from others’ experience before setting out on your own?


Figure 1. Global People Skills
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The Model: An Introduction


The twelve skills, or competencies,1 that form the basis for this book are divided into three levels—interpersonal, group, and organizational—as shown in figure 1. Each skill area has been selected because it emerges repeatedly as a cross-border flash point. The terms are familiar enough that more precise definitions are unnecessary here. Business issues associated with each skill are taken up one by one in subsequent chapters and explored in detail.


This framework of twelve skills on three levels is not exhaustive. There are other worthwhile skill areas such as conflict resolution or motivating employees that deserve attention elsewhere. Nor are people skills everything. Those who are involved in global business transactions need to work from a broader model that takes into account issues such as political climate, trade laws, labor relations, physical and social infrastructure, and the presence of local suppliers or competitors. Nevertheless, by embracing these skills early and often in their global careers, managers and executives can avoid rivers of frustration and wasted effort while realizing important business opportunities that would otherwise be missed.



People Skills and Global Leadership



Global leadership can be defined in numerous ways. A frequently underestimated part of the global leadership craft is full mastery of the people skills addressed in this book. This includes the ability to disseminate all twelve skills throughout an organization. Beyond the capabilities of any particular individual, creating an institutional culture that sponsors and cultivates people skills on a broad scale is essential.


Each level of people skills builds on the prior one. Proficiency at the level of interpersonal skills enables one to function better in diverse groups; interpersonal and group skills are essential building blocks for success at the organizational level. Some of the most spectacular failures of global leaders can be traced to organizational change efforts that never took hold among working groups or in everyday interactions between individual employees. Success, on the other hand, is achieved through sustained, effective efforts at every skill level.


Global People Skills: The Business Case


People skills are a particularly challenging element of global business because behaviors and assumptions that have been functional in a domestic context can be dysfunctional elsewhere. Of course, people skills are important in domestic business contexts as well. Leading companies are paying increasing attention, for example, to the link between high-involvement management practices and profitability.2 Yet, competent, mature professionals with a track record of success in familiar business settings regularly encounter difficulties when they apply the practices they have learned to a new environment without modification.


Indeed, given the growing diversity and need for virtual teamwork in the domestic workplace, previously accepted methods of getting things done at the home office are becoming more problematic as well. People skills for global business may be equally helpful in a meeting with a guest from another country, a videoconference with a diverse group of coworkers, or a conversation across the hall with a foreign software engineer.


By addressing the topic of global people skills in a comprehensive way, both organizations and individuals can build a significant source of sustained competitive advantage. It is important to offer distinctive, high-quality products or services that customers are ready to buy. At the same time, providing real value to those customers over time also requires an organization with the people skills to match the products. This dual strategy—which makes products and people skills two wheels of the same vehicle—needs to be more than an accident or an afterthought when an organization is operating in multiple regions and time zones.


The best way to begin to gauge the magnitude of the risk as well as the potential benefits associated with the people skills factor is to consider some examples, such as the three cases that follow.
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The Whirlwind Tour





A U.S. executive, newly appointed as the head of International for his company, made his first trip to the European region. He carefully analyzed the state of the company’s operations in each subsidiary location, listening to presentations and recommendations by the country management teams. He then instructed the top leadership of each subsidiary on strategic positioning of the company’s products in local markets and on next steps to address key issues and generate more revenue.


After a rugged two-week trip to six countries, the Western executive returned home tired but satisfied. Based on his own extensive experience and strategic savvy, he was confident that the business was on the right track. Other pressing matters at headquarters and with different regions quickly began to demand his attention, although he continued to track the progress of initiatives in the European countries through periodic conference calls and e-mail. Six months passed before he was able to return to the region. There he was surprised and concerned to find that, upbeat reports to the contrary, no real progress had been made on any of the instructions he had left.





Analysis


The U.S. executive in this example of strategy without engagement did not succeed in transmitting his strategic intent. However incisive his views may have been, they were not well integrated with those of the European subsidiary managers he visited. His subsidiary counterparts were doubtless asking themselves a host of questions such as


• “Who is this new executive?”


• “How often will he come here?”


• “Should we take his views seriously and act on them, or listen respectfully to his position and then do what we think is best?”


• “What is his relationship with his predecessor who worked with us for the last several years?”


• “Why did his predecessor leave? Why has the strategy changed?”


• “If we disagree with his opinions, how can we make him understand?”


With questions like these yet unanswered, it would be hard for the European managers to move effectively in any direction at all.


Missing global people skills:


• Establishing credibility


• Building global teamwork


• Strategic planning
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Organizing for Innovation





A Korean electronics enterprise was determined to grow beyond its traditional status as a “fast follower,” or copier of other companies’ innovations, and become a breakthrough innovator itself. It engaged expensive foreign consulting firms and examined overseas benchmark organizations. Based on this input, the company created a new organizational structure that modified its existing pyramid-shaped hierarchy to focus more on flexible, egalitarian project teams. Former divisional heads were freshly anointed as team leaders, and all managers were encouraged to lead teams and work with their employees in a way that enabled innovative ideas to “bubble up” from the lower levels of the organization.


Entrenched management habits, however, refuse to die easily. Team leaders did not change their stripes overnight and still frequently resorted to a top-down, command-and-control style of leadership focused on short-term results. The new “coaching” practices that the company had encouraged managers to adopt to help elicit more active employee participation did not take root immediately either. Managers were accustomed to telling employees what to do and found it difficult to draw out employee thinking and encourage subordinates to make their own choices.


The more fluid organizational structure envisioned by the company turned out to be very difficult to put into practice. A number of people, both at headquarters and overseas, began to take a skeptical view of the commitment of top leadership to the new structure, calling the supposed transformation a change in name only.





Analysis


This is an example of structure without enablement. The Asian firm that aspires to become a breakthrough innovator installs a novel management structure (partly on the advice of Western consultants) but does not enable either the managers or employees within it to make the structure work. Old authoritarian habits of both managing and following undermine the innovative intent of the new structure, making it appear to be a cosmetic and superficial adjustment. The participants need to acquire fresh competencies and to redistribute real control and authority. Only in this way will an individual employee with a bright idea become able to gain the support and take the risks necessary to bring it from the desktop or laboratory bench to commercialization. Such a deep-seated change cannot be accomplished through a structural shift alone.


Missing global people skills:


• Evaluating people


• Training and development


• Transferring knowledge


• Managing change


• Innovating
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Cross-Border Knowledge Transfer





“Joaquin, why is this machine still running?” the foreign manager asked the senior shift mechanic during his regular rounds to monitor the process. “This process measurement recorded by Hernando is far below what it should be!” “I have been too busy to check up on it,” Joaquin replied. Next, the manager called over to the machine operator who recorded the measurement. “Hernando, do you know that this measurement is out of tolerance?” “No,” Hernando replied. “No one told me what the spec was.” In reality, the specification was clearly posted on the wall over his machine.


A maquiladora operation in Mexico sought to install a quality system that would allow factory workers to make continuous improvements in the manufacturing process. The new system generated a constant stream of precise data about whether or not each piece of factory machinery was operating within acceptable tolerances. Using the new system, workers had the capability to monitor product quality and take corrective action. The next stage planned for the Mexican factory, beyond simply running the manufacturing process it received, was to use the accumulated data and improvements to take the operation to higher levels of quality and productivity. But the key hurdle, as it turned out, was to persuade the Mexican factory workers to actually use the system. Considerable time was lost while the factory struggled to put a team of people in place that was both able and willing to develop along with the manufacturing process itself; high rates of maquiladora employee turnover made it difficult to establish lasting solutions.






Analysis



Here in this example of a system without execution, a quality system installed with expensive, first-rate technology and good intentions is held back for many months by managers and workers who are not committed to its implementation. A long and unanticipated series of hands-on measures will be necessary to begin to move the system from documents on the wall to a fully functioning process integrated with daily factory activities. What the factory needs to make the quality system fully functional is a shift in organizational culture toward values and work habits that support and enhance quality practices. The organization needs to encourage employees to move away from more hierarchical and passive behaviors to ones that entail greater individual accountability and to cultivate managers who have the confidence and technical skills to take the lead in linking testing to production.


Missing global people skills:


• Evaluating people


• Training and development


• Selling


• Transferring knowledge


• Managing change


Lost Opportunities: The Common Denominator


None of the three examples provided above amounted to a high-profile disaster that would necessarily draw the attention of top corporate management. Failures in global business are most often insidious rather than acute—they take the form of death by a thousand cuts. Chronic problems have a lethal cumulative effect: wasted energy and effort, delays in project implementation, unsteady progress toward shared goals, a residue of misunderstandings and negative judgments between people in different locations. The common denominator is lost opportunities, which are hard to measure because they are never realized. The total opportunity cost may nevertheless be enormous: six months of unaligned operating strategies; an innovation drive begun with much fanfare and considerable expense that fails to produce results; an expensive quality improvement system that does not actually lead to better-quality products.


Experienced managers will observe that such problems can occur in domestic as well as global business ventures and that some of the behaviors described in these examples would not lead to success anywhere. This observation is absolutely true: such overlap does exist—the differences between domestic and global business issues are normally ones of degree rather than kind. At the same time, there are common ingredients to each of the scenarios described here that make them more complex and troublesome when they occur in a cross-border context:


• Open communication is more difficult due to language and cultural barriers


• Gaps between the expectations and assumptions of participants are harder to discern


• Feedback may be delayed or indirect


• Lack of physical proximity makes it harder to accurately track progress and results


• Normally surefooted managers are thrown off balance by the reality or perception of unfamiliar ways of doing business


• Underlying differences between organizations or business practices are not immediately visible


• Cultural differences may actually be real or used as a ruse to disguise poor performance


• Misunderstandings fester between key players and become a source of further problems


• Risks and penalties increase as problems remain unresolved


• The cost of lost opportunities is muted by distance from the corporate center



The “3 S’s” and the “3 E’s”



The management levers that Western-trained businesspeople still customarily reach for when they encounter problems doing business abroad are those that McKinsey consultants coined long ago as the hard S’s: strategy, structure, and systems.3 In the three scenarios above, these levers by themselves were insufficient—in fact, the bias toward “3S” solutions is in itself a major source of problems in global business settings. The 3 S’s tend to work well only when accompanied by a parallel set of factors that are grounded in people skills, the 3 E’s: engagement, enablement, and execution (see figure 2).


People skills are the best way to bring the 3 E’s to bear in a global business context. The negative outcomes in each of the three scenarios presented were due first and foremost to a deficit of people skills at all three levels: interpersonal, group, and organizational.


People Skills and Mistaken Assumptions


So why aren’t global people skills more widely understood and applied? Even managers who acknowledge the importance of both the 3 E’s and people skills in cross-border transactions still tend to underestimate the challenge due to several comforting but misleading half-truths:
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At least a thin layer of elite English-speaking inhabitants does exist in most countries. Many people in these countries are genuinely eager to emulate Western business practices. A strong corporate culture can provide common ground for employees of the same country to work together. However, when such half-truths become fixed assumptions that justify minimal effort or adjustment, they take on a tone of arrogance and complacency that colleagues abroad find irksome.


Expecting others to speak one’s own language may lead to isolation from key customers or employees and drastically limit the quality of information that is available. Emulation is often accompanied by strident criticism or perhaps loathing for Western and particularly American practices. “Corporate culture” usually refers to a set of beliefs and practices defined by headquarters that embody values of the firm’s home country; employees in other countries do not automatically buy into these values.


Figure 2. Global Organization Development: The 3 S’s and the 3 E’s
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A substantial body of research suggests that we assume others to be more similar to us than they actually are. “Projected similarity” is the first hurdle to overcome in taking global people skills seriously because it causes us to labor under an illusion of mutual understanding without even perceiving the need to adjust.4 Unexamined assumptions that paper over real differences and convey a not-so-subtle message of superiority and self-satisfaction are the perfect recipe for disaster.


Relationships: The Starting Point for People Skills


Global people skills are built on a foundation of strong personal relationships. Before addressing each of the various layers of the people skills model, it is worth examining this foundation, as fatally flawed assumptions or illusions often begin with misconceptions about relationships.


U.S. managers—particularly driven, individualistic, technically minded personnel—seem to have trouble establishing effective relationships with colleagues abroad. Many quickly conclude that they understand the meaning and significance of relationships and check this subject off their list, but in fact they are neither fully aware of its implications nor committed to investing the time and personal sacrifices that will be required. If you speak to this kind of manager about his or her counterparts abroad, you will frequently hear something like, “Oh, Sanjay and I have a great relationship.” This first-name shorthand accommodates the manager’s taste for familiar speech, even when nobody would use this label for the person locally. And if you go speak to “Sanjay,” he will say something like this:


Ah, Mr. Stevens. He always has such a full agenda and is in such a hurry when he comes here that we hardly have time to get together. We do our best to make him comfortable as our guest and cooperate with his initiatives, but there are many things that we just can’t explain and that he wouldn’t want to hear even if we told him. Perhaps he feels that he knows us, but I don’t think that he really knows us at all.


The sarcastic or bitter undertone that commonly accompanies such comments reveals as much as the words themselves. In short, the idea that a bona fide “relationship” exists is another one-sided assumption based on a lack of true understanding, and what passes for a personal connection is a stunted, limited bond of convenience that does not offer either partner the full picture of the other.


Defining Relationships


Task-driven managers who are anxious to get on with the business at hand may define relationship building as preliminary chitchat about weather, hobbies, and other “getting to know you” questions—an obligatory waste of time that one has to endure before moving on to matters of greater significance. Or, relationships are dreaded because they mean very long days with too many dinners out (the current term in China is “death by banquet”) and an unnecessarily roundabout way of getting things done. At best, these people slog forward dutifully in a systematic networking mode, shaking hands and collecting business cards from others who could be of practical use. But these views are all beside the point.


Relationships are important anywhere, but they are indispensable in many foreign contexts. Business tools taken for granted in countries such as the U.S. or in parts of Europe are simply unavailable in other places where a free-market infrastructure either does not exist or has evolved in a different form. Standard characteristics of numerous fast-growing world markets include


• A legal environment that is ambiguous or unfavorable to foreign interests


• Different ethical assumptions with regard to intellectual property or trade secrets


• Lack of objective market research tools


• Opaque government and industry relations


• A social structure that favors those with “insider” status


• Family or quasi-family business practices with little separation between personal and company life


• Relatively permanent social ties, with severe penalties for mistakes that embarrass partners


Under these circumstances, strong relationships with local industry and government counterparts become the only reliable means for ensuring legal protection, exploring market potential, gaining market access for new products, learning about upcoming changes in regulations, and obtaining the other strategic advantages of insider status. A critical ingredient to success is who we know and how well we know them. Yet, business relationships are established gradually because the societies themselves are more compact and less mobile (the business of even some very large countries is concentrated in the capital city and dominated by an elite who attended the same schools together). Failed partnerships can have serious negative consequences for all concerned, and there may be no second chance in a country for the foreign firm that enters into an agreement and then elects to withdraw from it.



What Overseas Partners Want



One key to building successful relationships is to be aware of what your potential partners are looking for. A busy, task-focused approach to relationship building in such an environment seldom leads to positive results. It is this very impatience that often leaves potential business partners feeling that their guests are too pushy or moving too fast. Counterparts in more traditional environments are certainly interested in relatively objective factors such as technical competence, design, quality, and price—but these are seldom the only elements that shape the decision about whether or not to embark on a long-term business relationship.


Time and commitment count: Are you, the foreign partner, going to be around long enough to follow through on promises and make a mutual investment of time and energy worthwhile? Local contacts will be trying to figure out how much substance and staying power you have. They will also show a strong interest in more subjective factors such as your background or pedigree, business track record, and work ethic. Another variable is the “loose cannon” factor, or the possibility that you might bring unpleasant surprises along the way. You must create a sense of reliability, stability, comfort, and fit. An atmosphere of mutuality is crucial as well—a feeling on the part of local counterparts that you are going to accommodate their agenda and not simply impose your agenda on them. Careful handling of the relationship-building process and an understanding of the local partner’s broader agenda will actually open more doors and make for better business in the long term.


George Renwick is a veteran China hand and one of the most respected thought leaders in the intercultural field. Based on his long experience in Asia, he mentions a list of desirable capabilities that are both familiar and surprising:


Like westerners, I find that Asians do look very closely for competence, but they are looking for a wider range of competencies than we normally do—certainly technical competence, management competence, yes. But another area is organizational competence. An Asian will respect us if we are able to mobilize different parts of the organization in order to get things done. A lot here depends, of course, not only on our position within the organization, but people’s respect for us. So, if we can work our own system, then we’re going to receive a lot more respect from them.


In addition to technical and management competence and organizational competence is interpersonal competence. First, and we often don’t anticipate this, Asians are watching and assessing our competence with our own people—other westerners on the negotiation team, on the senior management team, people from the home office—when they visit. What is the quality of our relationships with our own people? If we haven’t gotten that right, if there isn’t trust amongst us, Asians will know that the chance of us establishing really trusting, productive relationships with them are few. Also, I find that Asians want to see us be competent with groups. We tend to manage one-on-one, but the highly effective leader in Asia is able to mobilize the energies, the talent, the intelligence, and the potential of the whole group.5


The assessment of these qualities in a potential partner, often a silent process, is a major component of the relationship-building phase in most parts of the world. It occurs through a variety of different means, depending on the country and its customs. Typically, an elaborate courtship begins even before the first face-to-face encounter. A series of structured, ritualistic events gives potential business partners a window through which to see each other’s qualities and enables everyone to judge whether there is a mutual fit. Much of the initial chitchat that some westerners find so exasperating is part of a preliminary screening process that utilizes a series of coded messages or symbolic exchanges. By anticipating this process and the mode in which it will occur, participants who are less accustomed to it will have a better chance of ensuring that they convey the right messages. See table 1 for a list of typical relationship-building activities, accompanied by the questions and concerns that are likely to be in the minds of foreign counterparts.


So relationships must normally be established before tasks are undertaken in earnest, in contrast with the typical approach in the U.S. that puts tasks first. Plus, relationship building is not a phase that one simply completes and then moves on. Relationships ideally continue to deepen and expand over time as the business grows—this subject will be revisited in later chapters on selling and strategizing. But having some kind of relationship in place is a prerequisite for getting started. Managers with experience in business locations as varied as Europe, Asia, Latin America, and the Middle East counsel patient, consistent efforts to cultivate local contacts while testifying that the benefits are enormous:6


Table 1. Relationship Building: Common Behaviors and Their Meaning
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• “For me the difference between having a strong relationship and not having one is like the difference between day and night. Cold calls are almost impossible in this country, and relationships take a long time to establish, but it’s well worth the effort.”


• “The typical perception of the foreign company is that you’re here to make a quick profit and then you will be gone. You need to show that you care about the people here and that you are committed to being around for some time. If you let them know how much you appreciate them, it makes a difference.”


• “The U.S. tendency seems to be to act in a casual and familiar way right from the beginning. People here dislike this and regard it as being shallow and superficial. They say that Americans are easy to talk to initially but avoid deeper relationships after that. We think that we can learn a lot about another person in a few minutes, but they have a very different view.”


• “Your customers are your friends, but this takes a long time. There will be chances to eat together or just have coffee or a couple of beers. It’s important to value these invitations and to offer them in return.”


• “Personal contacts are absolutely essential for foreign managers here. You have to keep in touch with people no matter how long you stay in the country. It’s worthwhile to invest a lot of time and energy into building strong personal contacts.”


Only when there is a fit in the relationship and a complementary rhythm has been established does the business really take off. The process is like a dance where the partners need to discover the same rhythm and learn how to move smoothly together without stepping on each other’s toes. This dance could lead one to places that might be considered exotic: a tent in the Saudi Arabian desert, a banquet complete with sheep’s head in Kazakhstan, or the steaming hot water of a public bath with a Korean customer. But the aim is the same: to establish common ground on a human level that allows mutual trust and respect to take root, setting the stage for a successful transaction of the business yet to come.




The Global People Skills Model


SUMMARY AND REVIEW QUESTIONS


1. How would you describe the qualities that global leaders need to be successful? Do these include people skills in some form?


2. Have you seen instances where directives issued by a manager from another country were ignored by local employees? Why did this occur?


3. In your own experience, what is the difference between domestic business challenges and those that occur in multicultural or cross-border settings?


4. Do you agree that engagement, enablement, and execution are as important to global business success as organizational strategy, structure, and systems? Why or why not?


5. Can you think of any way in which you might be assuming that your foreign counterparts are more similar to you than they actually are? In what ways are others either trying to become more like you or to preserve their own distinct cultural values, business practices, or life-style?


6. How would you define a good business relationship? How do you best become acquainted with people—through socializing or through working together? In your relationships with people from other cultures, what do you find works in favor of the relationship? What seems to work against it?


7. How do you think your foreign counterparts view their relationships with you?


8. What do you think your overseas business partners want? How can you confirm that they want what you think they want?
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Global People Skills and Culture


People skills are related to culture because they address the functional areas where national cultures tend to diverge most drastically. Whether we are giving feedback, conducting a negotiation, or initiating a change process, chances are good that a cross-border transaction will be more complex and demanding than one conducted strictly in a domestic context. Learning about people skills and their varying applications across cultures is a bit like learning the pressure points on the human body used for centuries in Chinese medicine—applying just the right amount of pressure in the right spot works wonders, while inappropriate or misplaced pressure produces either great pain or no effect. Before moving on to a discussion of each of the people skills, however, we must first provide a working definition of culture.



Concepts of Culture



Recent decades of experience and research have produced a rich array of materials with increasing sophistication and practical business value. Pioneers in the intercultural field—Nancy Adler, Clifford Clarke, Jack Condon, Edward Hall, Charles Hampden-Turner, Geert Hofstede, Robert Moran, George Renwick, Steven Rhinesmith, Fons Trompenaars, and others—have provided us with important concepts while offering new models for multicultural or transcultural effectiveness. The definition of culture that businesspeople tend to find most useful is that it consists of a way of solving problems in a particular environment. Human groups have organized themselves over time to become more effective in dealing with the challenges of the desert, mountains, prairie, or sea—whatever nature has in store—using the resources they have available.1 Different environments have given rise to different solutions and hence contrasting cultures. Common forms of thought and action in any culture reflect a problem-solving style that is specific to that place and the struggle of its people for survival.


Of course culture has broader significance: the renowned anthropologist Clifford Geertz defined culture as a “historically transmitted pattern of meanings embodied in symbols.” Culture in this sense provides both a conceptual framework for understanding the world and a template for shaping human conduct within any cultural group.2 Culture can also be more or less accessible depending on how it is manifested. Many people are by now familiar with the distinction between readily visible artifacts, such as buildings or cars, and aspects of culture that are less visible or explicit, such as customs, attitudes, beliefs, or assumptions. This is the significance of the so-called iceberg model, which depicts physical objects and behavior as being above the water’s surface and the rest as part of the invisible bulk that lies beneath.


Questions About Culture


Global leaders and managers tend to ask a number of questions about culture that are worth addressing before we move on:


• “How important is culture?”


• “Isn’t there considerable variation within each culture that contradicts the stereotypes?”


• “Do cultures change over time?”


• “Can we create confusion by adjusting too far in another culture’s direction just as they’re adjusting to accommodate us?”


• “How is cultural understanding going to benefit me?”


Culture’s Importance


Considerable nonsense is expressed regarding the question of culture’s significance for business. Some hold the self-congratulatory view that others are striving to become “more like us.” They argue that culture makes no difference at all, or that it is only a matter of time before cultural differences are erased. This perspective is far too simplistic. In relation to the U.S., for example, many people, including millions of immigrants, are seeking to adopt our values and behaviors. However, there are those who appear westernized in some ways while actually holding quite different assumptions, others who seek to import U.S. technology while rejecting this country’s values, and still others who reject Western civilization altogether while struggling mightily to sustain their own independent culture.


From a practical standpoint, key workplace behaviors do vary considerably from country to country, and culture appears to play a crucial role in shaping them (see table 2). For example, anyone who has been involved with customer/vendor relations in places such as the U.S., Russia, Mexico, and Japan is acutely aware that different practices exist and that one had better be aware of them to be successful. The partnership of semi-equals that can be established between customer and vendor in one environment may not be transferable to different locations where the customer is either in a position of great power or subject to the whims of more powerful government authorities. There are in fact a number of readily identifiable differences in business customs.


Yet, it would be equally misguided to regard culture as the only, or even the most significant, variable in every cross-border business problem. This is an error committed on occasion by interculturalists who lack substantial business experience. There are multiple factors involved in most scenarios, and cultural differences are likely to surface as one element in a complex mix.


Table 2. Workplace Behaviors Shaped by Culture




• Customer/vendor relations


• Criteria for selecting new business partners


• Negotiation and meeting styles


• Ideal images of leader and subordinate


• Concepts of career path


• Ways of handling problems or disagreements


• Views of gender-appropriate behaviors


• Standards of ethical behavior


• After-work socialization





Thus, in addition to the influence of national culture, the issues present in a given environment could be shaped by other factors: individual personalities, professional specialties, levels of career development or experience, or the distinctive culture of an organization, as shown in figure 3. A global team, for instance, might experience communication issues that are shaped by differences in national culture: some team members typically have a direct and vocal style of presenting their views, while others feel that their views are not being heard. But the team’s difficulties could easily stem from other factors such as personality conflicts or divergent opinions held by engineers and salespeople. There could also be disagreement between more- or less-experienced team members or difficulties that arise from the fact that the team comprises representatives from two separate company divisions. Further variables such as gender, age, and the expertise of the team leader could have an influence in shaping teamwork issues as well. Knowledge of culture in this kind of complex situation is important for discerning not only when national culture is a key causal variable, but also when it is not.3


Figure 3. Culture and Behavior: Key Factors
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Variation Within Cultures


Stereotypes about a particular nationality can be both inaccurate and dangerous. Many question whether it is a good idea to apply simple labels to the rich variety that exists within any country. The tremendous diversity present in the U.S., with nearly every national and ethnic group on the globe represented among its residents, is a case in point. What sense does it make to generalize about “Americans,” “Chinese,” or “Brazilians”?


On the other hand, generalizations about national culture can be genuinely valuable in helping us to anticipate how people in unfamiliar settings will act. A generalization that describes the peak of the statistical U-curve for a given culture provides an initial guide regarding local behaviors. However, such generalizations must be consciously held, tested against the facts, and modified based on real experience.4 Unlike rigid stereotypes, generalizations are modified based on new information, as depicted in figure 4.


Variation around a norm is part of the standard distribution of behavior in any cultural setting. The individuals whom we encounter may or may not represent established norms. But even though considerable variation is present within a country, regular and predictable differences between national norms do exist that make it easier to understand how and why everyday workplace behaviors differ. Moreover, cultures tend to organize themselves around core themes, and the variation itself is often a variation on a theme: U.S. citizens with their myriad expressions of “freedom,” or Mexicans with their rich sense of “family.” The highest ideals and the greatest shortcomings of any society often represent extreme versions of values shared by the general population.


Figure 4. Stereotypes vs. Generalizations
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One practical means for reconciling undeniable variety with sometimes useful generalizations is to develop better tools for describing the complex situations that businesspeople encounter. In this way one can keep in mind basic cultural differences while also considering multiple strategies for coping with diverse counterparts. The example displayed in figure 5 sets up possible contrasts between workers from several age groups who have differing types of organizational affiliations. However, comparisons like these, while they represent an improvement over the broadest kind of cultural generalizations, still need to be more finely drawn. Not every senior member of a state-owned enterprise is likely to hold more traditional attitudes, and not every young employee who has entered a foreign-owned firm will be an eager advocate for change.


Cultural Change


Cultures do indeed change over time. Alterations in culturally based values and behaviors often take place in tandem with economic, religious, or political shifts. A new technology such as mechanized agriculture or electricity can fundamentally transform the conditions for survival that are the crucible from which any culture is formed. At the same time, the introduction of a new religious belief system may bring with it new cultural values that either encourage or obstruct the dissemination of technology. Major political events and wars between nations have their own impact on culture: Japanese social institutions were radically altered under the U.S. occupation after World War II; the withdrawal of the European colonial powers from Africa and the emergence of independent nations there precipitated enormous changes that are still under way today.


Figure 5. National Diversity by Age and Employer Type
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Cultural transformation normally occurs slowly and almost imperceptibly but may speed up under duress as the conditions for survival are modified. It is not necessarily unidirectional—a society might embrace a brand-new way of doing things or, just as readily, seize upon the vision of a past golden age or a set of traditional practices to which it seeks to return. Splinter groups often set off in different directions from the mainstream. Furthermore, change is seldom total; a new value is typically integrated with other preexisting ones to create fresh patterns that are nonetheless continuous with what came before. Workplace practices common elsewhere are filtered through local systems of meaning and interpreted in a different way—a “reduction in force” could be seen as a regrettable but necessary response to difficult economic times, or as an outrageous violation of the company’s obligations to its employees.


The good news for would-be corporate change agents is that they do not have to affect the whole social fabric of a nation. They belong to a cultural microcosm that is influenced, but not determined, by the national ethos. Companies also have the advantage that they can exert control over a number of levers to shape cultural change: recruiting, training and development, performance management, reward systems, executive modeling. Long-term employers tend to produce very distinctive subcultures within the larger cultural environment of a nation.


Yet, employment comes last in a long succession of cultural influences that begins from birth. Companies generally hire adults who have already been shaped by their families, schools, communities, the mass media, and so on. Changes in organizational practices that cut against the grain in a particular cultural environment eventually must be reconciled in some way with preexisting values. Lasting cultural changes are achieved when there is a fit between the new values and the old. For example, a new emphasis placed on “individual accountability” may have to be reconciled with more traditional cultural values such as respect for hierarchy and the corresponding expectation that subordinates will be taken care of, along with a focus on the group or team.


While it is possible to make changes in a corporate setting, the challenges involved in introducing new cultural elements should not be underestimated. Simple-minded global “cultural assimilation” programs hatched at headquarters have little chance of success without ongoing dialogue with locations around the world and a willingness to adapt to local circumstances. (The topic of cross-border change management will be dealt with in more detail in chapter 12.)


Mutual Overreaction?


There is almost always someone in the most introductory workshop on global business who slyly asks, “Isn’t there a danger that we will adjust to them too much just as they are adjusting to us and that we will end up confusing each other?” For the vast majority of people working across borders this is a false issue. Worse, it can be a red herring that conceals an all-too-common attitude, seldom voiced directly, which is, “Why should we bother to adjust to them when they need to learn how we do things anyway?”


So long as we are operating in our own language with limited experience living elsewhere, there is little danger of knowing or adjusting too much—the dangers more commonly lie in a conspiracy of ignorance and arrogance that puts our own values and behaviors at the center of the universe. If we do our best to accommodate our counterparts, and they strive to adjust to us as well, we might just find common ground in between.


Overadjustment is a concern primarily for expatriates rather than for business travelers. It is sometimes referred to as “going native” and takes at least two forms: (1) walking on eggshells to avoid even minor violations of host-country sensibilities, or (2) rejecting home-office or home-country values while embracing local customs even more avidly than the local residents. The caricature of this extreme is the foreigner who dresses up in traditional local garb that the natives themselves would be embarrassed to wear. A serious consequence of either manifestation of “going native” is that such people may become ineffective in introducing new ways of thinking into the host environment.


The term style switching is used to suggest that we can alter conduct to accommodate business partners abroad while retaining the skills required to function in our home-country environment. Some also claim that changing styles enables us to keep our fundamental cultural identity intact, but this is more problematic. Long-time residents abroad will attest that the more they act in the manner prescribed by another culture, the more it seeps into their minds and hearts and begins to unsettle the assumptions that they brought from home. People can respond to the challenges of a different cultural environment by integrating new viewpoints into their existing values or by swinging to extremes of nationalism or nativism. Figure 6 illustrates the contrast between style switching and a flexible embrace of new ideas, with the polarized alternatives of going native or retreating into a defensive posture.


Figure 6. The Pendulum Phenomenon: Adjusting and Overadjusting
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Benefits of Understanding Culture


Knowledge of culture is essential to sorting out almost any cross-border problem. Because most global business problems involve the complex mixture of factors portrayed in the diagram in figure 3 (p. 25), identifying the contribution made by national culture enables us to distinguish more effectively between this and other potential causal factors. If culture is ignored or treated as a black box, its role—major or minor—will never be clear. A jigsaw puzzle is easier to fill in if you know the places of some of the parts.


Beyond helping us get to the bottom of complex problems, cultural knowledge also enables us to pinpoint our own fundamental assumptions and how they are similar to, or different from, the assumptions of other cultures. Knowing what gaps exist between ourselves and the average profile of another culture provides clues about possible areas of friction or misunderstanding. (We can also discover how we measure up vis-à-vis the norms of our own country!)


A number of survey tools are available for generating a self-profile. The Peterson Cultural Style Indicator™, for example, analyzes responses based on dimensions of national culture defined over many years of research.* Figure 7 shows one way to display the results—focusing on the dimensions of individual/group, task/relationship, direct/indirect, and equality/hierarchy—depicting not an individual profile but the U.S. norm versus the norm for Saudi Arabia. Not surprisingly, a large gap exists in every dimension.


Each of these gaps has workplace implications. Taking the score disparity on the first line, the individual/group dimension, as an example, the U.S. score is weighted heavily toward the “individual” side while the Saudi score is more to the “group” side of the scale. This means that Saudi counterparts will be more likely to emphasize


• Cooperation and group goals
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