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“There has never been a time in world history when communicating across cultures has been more important. Technology now allows us to contact each other but fails to support the type of communication needed for real global conversations.  Craig Storti’s new book, The Art of Doing Business Across Cultures, creatively guides each of us in effectively communicating across the many cultures that form our global community.”


—Nancy J. Adler, S. Bronfman Chair in Management, McGill University, Canada, author of International Dimensions of Organizational Behaviour and Leadership Insight 


“Craig Storti has once again created a resource that bridges the complexity of cultural differences in a way accessible to individuals new to cultural exploration yet also of use to intercultural experts. Each dialogue alone is of value yet the inclusion of the culture-specific context and situation-specific explanations to each scenario provide a holistic quality of great benefit to the reader. His book is useful for myriad purposes, including as a standalone resource for individuals to gain understanding about cultural interaction in working life as well as embedded as part of a facilitated training program. It is a worthwhile addition to anyone’s reading list.”


—Holly Emert, Ph.D., President, Society for Intercultural Education, Training, and Research (SIETAR USA), 2017-2018 


“The Art of Doing Business Across Cultures is a tremendous resource. Craig Storti not only describes cultural differences in fascinating and enlightening ways, he also provides straightforward tactical advice on how to navigate them. In doing so, The Art of Doing Business Across Cultures not only gives its readers fish, it teaches them how to fish in today’s multi-cultural business world. It is a great read for business leaders and students alike!”


—Sarah Miller, Assistant Dean & Director of Graduate Business Student Affairs at Washington University in St. Louis. 


“A wonderful guide about how to conduct business with representatives of various countries and cultures!”


—Zara Hovhannisyan, Senior Program Manager, Teacher Training Programs, American Councils for International Education, Washington, DC. 


“Craig Storti gives us insights, simple to read yet complex in thought, about cross-cultural challenges which arise in our everyday lives. Whether you work domestically or internationally, whether you wish to better understand a particular culture or to gain a broader understanding of our global world, you will surely benefit from this fascinating, enjoyable and enlightening book.”


—Laurette Bennhold-Samaan, Chief Operating Officer, Aperian Global 


“Using his powerful dialogue technique, Craig Storti brilliantly illuminates common cultural missteps that occur between Americans and those from 10 other cultural backgrounds. The strength of this book is in its clarity of writing and in highlighting “a fix” for moving forward in working through cultural difference. Indispensable for Americans working across the 10 featured cultures, this book can also be used by anyone who works with people from different cultural backgrounds. Storti demonstrates throughout what it means to interact successfully across cultures and build one’s cultural competence.”


—Darla K. Deardorff (Duke University), editor of The Sage Handbook of Intercultural Competence and co-author of Building Cultural Competence 
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“It is a luxury to be understood.”
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Foreword


by Peter Franklin


Checking rather jet-lagged into the hotel on the first evening of my first ever trip to the US, the smiling, friendly receptionist said to me, “Your room is on the first floor, Mr. Franklin.” I thanked her and inquired where I could find the lift. At least slightly better acquainted with British English than I was with American English, she replied, “You won’t be needing the elevator, Mr. Franklin. Your room is on the first floor.” Musing whether this odd reply was an acknowledgment of my apparently good physical condition and my ability to take the stairs, or an indirect piece of advice not to use some regrettably unreliable equipment, I soon found the lift, which was in perfectly good order, but not my room, which—it finally dawned on me—had to be on the ground floor, as we Brits would say.


Not only language differences, as in the exchange above, but also cultural differences are tucked away in every cross-cultural conversation. They are a hidden hindrance to mutual understanding and are thus not obviously a potential problem which might need to be tackled in advance. Cultural differences may become obvious retrospectively when they have already led to unsuccessful communication, when the goal of the exchange has not been achieved or achieved only with difficulty. Equally undesirable, cultural differences can cause collateral damage. They can lead to negative feelings—such as irritation, disappointment, and frustration—and to disharmony in the relationship between the parties to the conversation.


This insight, which is the driving force behind this new book by Craig Storti (and many of his others), is invaluable in helping people to communicate and behave effectively and appropriately when they are working, managing, and leading across cultures at home and abroad, but also when they encounter foreigners in their neighbourhood or on holiday (or on vacation, as Americans would say and as we Brits probably wouldn’t).


Normally culture—what we share in the way of values, attitudes, norms, behaviors, and practices with other members of our cultural group—is a hidden helper in constructing the meaning of what others in our group say and do. Our cultural guide switches itself on automatically and without our noticing supports us in interpreting, understanding, and assessing other people, their words and actions.


The British know that when a fellow Brit says, “It is cold in here,” the utterance can be interpreted in at least two ways. The speaker could perhaps be referring to the climatic condition of the room, or he may well be inquiring whether it is okay with the other person if he turns up the heating.


The help offered by culture works fairly effortlessly as long as we share more or less the same national culture. Another culture we have in common—an organizational or professional culture, for example—may help us as well. We are generally able to work out what other people mean when they say or do something because literally and metaphorically speaking we know where they come from.


But our cultural compass may let us down, and regularly does so, when we are dealing with people from other cultural settings. A comment made by a member of the German culture, for example, about the coldness of a room may well initiate an interesting conversation about the subjective experience of cold and heat in that particular case and in general but will not necessarily result in the person addressed understanding that getting the room warmer is the intention of the person making the comment. Some accompanying nonverbal signals or a more direct, explicit inquiry may be necessary to make that certain to happen.


Examples of what is at first sight not obviously dysfunctional cross-cultural communication and the keys to understanding what is really meant are at the heart of this book. In fifty “brief encounters with cultural difference,” as the subtitle of one of his earlier books nicely puts it, the reader witnesses U.S. Americans interacting in dialogues with non-Americans from ten countries or areas of the world and failing to construct the right meaning of what the foreigners say. Business and management are the broad contexts of the cross-cultural dialogues, which center on topics common to all work settings.


In detailed and insightful explanatory notes written with charm and humour, Craig Storti elaborates on the regularities of various national cultures—their values, attitudes, norms and behaviours—which lead to the dysfunctionality lurking between the lines of the dialogues. The reader learns not only about what makes other cultures tick but also a lot about what drives U.S. American culture as well—the things that remain hidden helpers in monocultural, U.S. encounters. And in chapter’s “The Fix” section, the reader also finds out how the two sides to the dialogue can best avoid the mistake that the cultural difference provokes.


Certainly the most generally applicable insights in the book are Craig’s essential “Five Steps to Cultural Competence,” in which the knowledge and wisdom derived from his many years as an internationally renowned intercultural consultant and writer shine through. In this chapter, he elaborates on a five-step, self-help methodology readers can apply to identify cultural differences and thus to communicate and act across cultures more effectively and more appropriately. The crucial second step— “Identify the key assumptions and values of your own culture”— is described in detail and helps readers to understand the hidden hindrances of their own cultural group. This step is the crucial one because it makes clear to readers that it is not just the others who are “different”; they themselves are “different” as well.


Craig wears his wisdom lightly: his prose flows smoothly and easily, using the jargon of the expert only to enlighten and not to obfuscate. You don’t have the feeling that Craig is lecturing to you about foreigners and their peculiarities but rather that he is talking to you kindly and with empathy about people who are a bit different from you. And that is the delight of this book: the recognizably knowledgeable author is also obviously a very nice bloke—as the British would say and the Americans probably wouldn’t.









Introduction


I think there is nothing barbarous and savage except that each man calls barbarism whatever is not his own practice; for indeed it seems we have no other test of truth and reason than the . . . opinions and customs of the country we live in.


—Montaigne


Business went global some time ago, but many businesspeople have yet to follow. They may now work every day with people from other countries—suppliers from China, IT support in India, virtual team members in Germany and Japan—but they’re unaware of key cultural differences between themselves and their international colleagues. Not understanding these differences, these folks become confused and frustrated in some of their most common everyday interactions. If you are regularly confused and frustrated by the things people you work with every day are doing, that’s not the basis for a good business relationship. In the end it means you succeed, when you do manage to succeed, more by accident—and a lot of trial and error—than by design. And when has trial and error ever been a good business strategy?


But these are smart people. If they have not “gone global” along with their companies, if they have not become “culturally competent,” it is only because they have not yet read the books, consulted the websites, or attended the intercultural training that could make a difference. And even if they have sought out guidebooks or websites, most resources only describe the target culture but fail to contrast it with one’s own culture. To become truly culturally competent, businesspeople need to know how they are different from people in other cultures. These differences, after all, are what lead to the misunderstandings—the mistakes, confusion, and frustration—that undermine good business relations.


Using a technique known as a “cultural dialogue,” this book describes the most important differences between Americans and ten foreign cultures: the Arab Middle East, Brazil, China, England, France, Germany, India, Japan, Mexico, and Russia. These are ten of the largest economies and markets Americans do business with, and the issues addressed in the dialogues, five per country, are the most common cultural differences Americans will encounter.


What Is a Dialogue?


A “dialogue” is a harmless conversation that causes great harm, a conversation with a mistake. In a brief exchange of six to twelve lines, speakers from two different cultures encounter a cultural difference that causes a significant misunderstanding (the mistake). However, because the two speakers are not aware of the difference, neither are they aware of the mistake. And neither is the reader.


The cultural mistakes in these pages have various causes: an unknown value difference, a misinterpretation, an inaccurate assumption, a mistaken projection, and occasionally a genuine faux pas. But they all lead to the same unfortunate results: they undermine business relationships and disrupt productivity. Mistakes, in short, have consequences.


The mistakes embedded in the dialogues are not obvious, just as mistakes are not obvious in real life; otherwise you wouldn’t make them in the first place. If readers fail to spot the mistake, they must accept that they could have had that same conversation and made that same error. Indeed, many people have told the author they have had conversations nearly identical to those in this book.


Since adults don’t appreciate being made fools of, most readers are upset when they finish reading a dialogue and can’t figure out what they missed. Nor do they soon forget the humbling truth that goes along with this feeling: when you work with people from different cultures, you’re probably not as smart as you think you are.


This observation is in fact the central lesson of all intercultural communication: When you interact with someone from another culture, never assume you know what’s going on. To be sure, there are many other things you should know about culture, but this first truth is paramount. The rest is details.


Why Dialogues?


The power of the dialogue technique lies in its immediate emotional impact, which is difficult to overstate. It’s no exaggeration to say that these innocuous conversations are the closest you will come in any print-based medium to an actual cultural encounter. While there may be a puzzle or riddle at the heart of every conversation, a dialogue is not an intellectual exercise; it is an emotional incident. You don’t learn anything when you read a dialogue; you experience something. Nor do dialogues clear up any confusion; dialogues are the confusion. And that confusion, as we’ll see, is the first step to becoming culturally competent.


If we eavesdrop for a moment on Carl and Krishna, this will all become clearer.







	
CARL:




	
Hey, Krishna. I just called to see if we’re still on track to fix that bug by the first of next week?









	
KRISHNA:




	
I’m glad you called. It’s going quite well, but there have been one or two unexpected problems.









	
CARL:




	
Boy, I know how that is.









	
KRISHNA:




	
I’m glad we understand each other.












The first thing readers will notice is how completely natural and authentic the conversation sounds. This really is how people talk. If you haven’t had this conversation yourself, you can easily imagine having it. Readers identify immediately with the dialogue.


The second thing readers notice is . . . nothing. They see no mistake nor any evidence of a misunderstanding. And if they can’t see the mistake, then of course they could easily make the mistake. The hook is in. Readers quickly turn to the explanation to find out what they missed.


This conversation is explained at length in “I’m Glad You Called” (Dialogue 32), but suffice it to say here that—Krishna’s last comment notwithstanding—these two men do not “understand each other.” Krishna seems to think Carl understands and accepts that the deadline will be missed. However, Carl actually believes the opposite—that Krishna knows he’s still expected to fix the bug and is willing to work overtime to get the job done. These two part ways with radically different interpretations of the exchange. Bottom line: It won’t be pretty next week when Krishna cheerfully misses the deadline and Carl is caught completely off guard.


It’s a simple, unfortunate chain reaction: cultural differences cause misunderstandings, and misunderstandings undermine smooth working relations. When the dust settles, Carl and Krishna will be quite wary of each other to say the least. And this is just one incident. What if they continue to have these conversations and misinterpret one another? It won’t be long before their relationship breaks down altogether.


How Was I Supposed to Know That?


There is one other important feature in every dialogue: a clue or hint—if the reader can find it—that alerts the speaker to the mistake that’s being made. After all, if readers (like the speakers in the dialogues) have to be in possession of specific cultural information in order to avoid the mistake, then the dialogue doesn’t work; that is, readers would never identify with a mistake they could not possibly have avoided. But if the clue is there and readers simply miss it, then shame on them.


In the encounter above, the clue is when Krishna refers to “unexpected problems,” suggesting that somehow they would be a universally acceptable excuse for missing a deadline. Carl cannot be expected to know why Krishna thinks this way (that will be made clear in the explanation that follows the dialogue), but if he is listening closely, he should realize Krishna is telling him something important.


How Is This Book Going to Help Me?


When all is said and done, a dialogue is primarily a pretext for discussing cultural differences—a clever and compelling pretext, perhaps, but a pretext nonetheless. The differences are what matter. Accordingly, each of the dialogues in this book is followed by the “explanation,” a brief analysis that reveals where the misunderstanding occurred, the cultural differences that caused it, and the origin of those differences. In this example, the difference has to do with the extent to which Indians and Americans believe they can control external circumstances and, therefore, the degree to which it is acceptable to miss a deadline.


When people realize that misunderstandings are the result of legitimate cultural differences—of a value or belief that makes perfect sense in one culture but not the other—then they will see that no one ever tries to confuse or frustrate anybody else. And that in turn means that no one is “to blame” for what happened because neither party knew what was happening. Are you going to be upset with someone just because he or she comes from a culture?


This realization changes the entire dynamic of any cross-cultural interaction. When the two parties realize that no one was trying to confuse anyone else—that Carl was not trying to misread Krishna and Krishna was not trying to mislead Carl—this takes most of the emotion out of the encounter. Instead of two people who are angry with each other, we now have two people slightly embarrassed by their mistake. Angry people find it difficult to work together, but embarrassed people are willing to try again.


The Fix


If this were the end of the story, we could all go home; but it’s not. Carl and Krishna may be best buddies again now that they understand what happened last week, but they still have some work to do. They still have to come up with what in this book is called “The Fix,” which comprises the last few paragraphs of every dialogue explanation. Realizing that nobody was trying to frustrate anybody else certainly takes the sting out of Carl and Krishna’s encounter, but that realization doesn’t change the facts on the ground: namely, that these two men have very different notions of what a deadline is and what it means to miss one.


Carl and Krishna now understand what happened last week, but that understanding by itself won’t keep something like this from happening again. Carl and Krishna may indeed have progressed from not realizing they think differently to realizing they do, but that’s not quite the same as thinking alike. What they have learned about each other’s culture has not changed what’s going on between these two men; it has only changed how they feel about it. A change for the better, to be sure, but not a solution to their problem. We can all cheerfully accept that these things happen—and still wish they wouldn’t happen next time.


What’s needed now is for Carl and Krishna to reconcile their cultural differences and find a way to work together. It’s not realistic to expect either man to adopt the worldview of the other, even if that were possible, but they do have to move toward each other, culturally speaking. The ideal fix involves finding a middle ground that does not require either party to venture much further outside his/her comfort zone than the other party, a behavioral compromise that spreads the pain around more or less equally. In the fix we have proposed for Carl and Krishna, for example, Carl adjusts the way he sets deadlines, while Krishna takes on some of Carl’s urgency about meeting them.


But ideal fixes are the exception; in most cross-cultural standoffs, the burden of adapting is usually greater for one party than the other. And as for which party has to do more of the adapting, that almost always depends on circumstances. If we assume that Krishna works for a vendor with a contract with Carl’s company, then it makes sense that the vendor adapts to the client, in which case Krishna is going to have to clean up his act regarding deadlines. If the tables were turned and Carl is working for Krishna, then the logical fix would be for Carl to stop obsessing about losing a day here and there.


We might add here that while circumstances are everything in a cross-cultural standoff, a typical dialogue contains almost no description. If dialogues are going to work as conversations, they can have very little context. Context is taken for granted when two people are talking; they’re in the situation, so why would they have to explain it? But if we started trying to slip additional details into our dialogues (setting, work titles), they would no longer sound natural. And their complete naturalness is the only reason dialogues work as well as they do.


And that’s how this book is going to help you: It’s going to show you:




	That there’s always a reason why people do the strange things they do;


	That the reason is hardly ever to upset you; and


	That when everyone calms down, there’s always a way forward.





What if I’m Not an American?


Readers will observe that one of the two speakers in every dialogue in this book comes from the United States. That would seem to suggest that this book is exclusively for an American audience, but there are several reasons why this is not the case.


Let’s start with readers who do not come from the United States or any of the ten other countries featured in these pages. It doesn’t matter; so long as you do business with Americans, every explanation in this book contains useful tips. And then there are those ten other countries. Do you do business with any of them? If so, you will find valuable information in the relevant chapters. Finally, while your particular country might not be included, a country from your region of the world—say, Asia-Pacific or Latin America—does have a chapter here. To the extent that your culture is similar to others in your region, that chapter will have relevance to you.


Then there are readers who come from the ten featured countries. To begin with, an entire chapter is dedicated to the most common mistakes Americans make when they work with you— and vice versa. If you do business with any of the nine other countries in this book, you should probably read those chapters as well. To be sure, the chapter on U.S.-Mexican differences may not contrast your culture with Mexico, but you’ll still learn about both Americans and Mexicans.


And now a special message for northern Europeans. Most intercultural experts agree that—at its core—America is a northern European culture. This is unsurprising given that more Americans claim ancestry from northern Europe, especially Germany and the United Kingdom, than from any other part of the world. We hasten to add that northern Europeans are not all alike; indeed, we could easily write a book of dialogues featuring Finns talking to Brits and Germans talking to the Dutch. Moreover, people from northern Europe are unlike Americans in many significant respects—significant enough that there are U.S.-England, U.S.-France, and U.S.-Germany chapters in this very volume!


So what do we mean when we say America is a northern European culture? There are many similarities between Americans and northern Europeans concerning personal identity, management style, communication style, attitudes toward rank, and the concept of universalism—all cultural topics we discuss at some length. That being the case, there are many dialogues where the American speaker could be replaced by someone from Germany or perhaps Denmark. The particular attitudes or behaviors illustrated often apply to more than one culture.


And so it is that northern European readers—and here we mean Germans, the Dutch, Scandinavians, the British, and people from the so-called Anglo cultures (Canada, New Zealand, and Australia)—might easily identify with the American in many of these dialogues. They are encouraged to read the explanations and might very well find observations that apply to them.


So I Only Get One Mistake?


Some readers may wonder if a single cultural mistake can really be that serious, if a single misunderstanding means we are guaranteed to lose the contract, alienate the locals, or otherwise poison the cross-cultural well. It does not. We should remember, however, that a dialogue depicts only one mistake, made in one moment in time. But if we interact with folks from another culture every day or every week, we’ll have a chance to make numerous mistakes. So, no: one mistake is not a deal breaker, but before long an accumulation of misinterpretations and misunderstandings begins to have real consequences.


Can You Really Say These Things?


Many readers may wonder about the value of cultural generalizations—as well they should. Not because such generalizations are normally inaccurate but because they’re generalizations. You’re never going to meet a “general” person or find yourself in a “general” situation. Be that as it may, it’s also true that individuals raised in the same physical, social, economic, and cultural environment will probably be more like their peers than like people raised in other environments. In short, this group of individuals is likely to have some things in common, and it’s those commonalities which confer a certain legitimacy and accuracy on generalizations made about the group. But “group” is the key word here: While generalizations can and often do accurately describe a certain type, you’re never going to meet a type, only individuals.


How Should I Read This Book?


To compile this book I selected ten of the world’s largest economies/major markets, and for each country I identified five of the most significant cultural differences between that country and the United States, differences which cause the most common misunderstandings and undermine successful business relations. Next I created five scenes (the dialogues) to bring the differences to life in common business interactions. I then wrote the “explanation” for each dialogue, a short essay revealing the embedded cultural mistake and describing the cultural differences behind the misunderstanding. In effect, then, this book consists of 50 essays on various characteristics of American culture (five per chapter) as contrasted with five key cultural characteristics of the featured country for that chapter.


With that as background, I make the following suggestions:


 







	
American readers:




	
Read the whole book (it doesn’t take that long) because every chapter contains information about your culture that you should be aware of if you do business globally. To be sure, you can focus on the countries you work with most often, but every essay in the book contains valuable information for American readers.









	
Readers from the ten countries:




	
While you will probably want to start with the chapter that compares your culture to American culture, you will find important insights into the American mindset in other chapters as well.









	
All other readers:




	
You should read the whole book (for the reasons described above). If you do business with one of the ten featured countries, read that chapter more closely. If there is a featured country in your region of the world (Latin America, for example, or the Pacific Rim), read that chapter more closely. It may actually describe cultural differences that would also apply when Americans do business in your country.












Alfred Kraemer


If I’ve felt free to make a number of flattering observations about dialogues in this introduction, it’s because I deserve no credit for “inventing” this marvelous technique. All credit is due to the late Dr. Alfred Kraemer, a sociologist who was chief of research and development for the U.S. Army. Dr. Kraemer sought to illustrate to U.S. Army personnel how their own culture influenced their behavior in dealing with local nationals overseas. He wrote and then filmed a number of dialogues and used them to train men and women in the military. I came across the scripts for these filmed sequences many years ago, was completely captivated by the concept, and started writing my own dialogues. And I’ve never looked back. I am as grateful to Dr. Kraemer now as I was the first time I was exposed to his ingenious technique in the early 1980s.


•  •  •


But enough preliminaries. Let’s meet a few foreigners, embarrass ourselves, and start down the road to cultural competence.









1


The Arab Middle East


Arab thought tends more to move on an ideal level, divorced from the Procrustean bed of reality.


—Raphael Patai


One of the greatest passages in all of travel literature comes from one of the greatest of all travel narratives: Eothen by A. W. Kinglake. (“Eothen” means “from the East.”) The book is an account of a journey the Englishman Kinglake took in the late 1820s from the Danube through Turkey and the Middle East, as far as Egypt. The passage occurs when Kinglake crosses the Sava River, the boundary at that time between what he calls “wheel-going Europe” and the Ottoman Empire, or, in his words, “the Splendour and Havoc of the East” (1). Not long after leaving Christendom behind and passing into Ottoman lands, while approaching a Turkish fortress, Kinglake writes that


presently there issued from the postern [city gate] a group of human beings—beings with immortal souls, and possibly some reasoning faculties, but to me the grand point was this, that they had real, substantial, and incontrovertible turbans. (1982, 3)


It is that single word “incontrovertible” that secures this passage a place in the pantheon of timeless cross-cultural observations. These are human beings with immortal souls and the power of reasoning—to that extent they are like you and me— but then come those “real, substantial, and incontrovertible turbans.” Until that detail, we are in the realm of the familiar, but the turbans change everything. They cannot be denied, cannot be gainsaid; that’s the brilliance of “incontrovertible.” You and I and no one we know on our side of the river has ever worn a turban. These people are not like us.


The people Kinglake saw were probably Turks, not Arabs*, but it is fitting this scene took place in the Middle East, for of all the peoples profiled in these pages, the Arabs of that region are the least understood by Americans. Americans cannot relate to the geography: dry, barren, and hot. They don’t think much of their forms of government: monarchies, dictatorships, and military states. They don’t understand their religion: Islam. And they find their societies closed and very often anti-Western. Ask Americans their opinion of Arabs, and the most likely response is that they are either cruel or dishonest. What Americans do know about the Middle East usually has something to do with Israel.


The gap between Americans and Arabs is incontrovertible, but it is not unbridgeable. Read on.


1. A DAY IN THE DESERT







	
MARTHA:




	
Kevin, you’re back early. How did your visit with the Saudis go?









	
KEVIN:




	
Not that well, actually.









	
MARTHA:




	
What happened?









	
KEVIN:




	
Well, I gave my presentation the first morning, but they stopped me after an hour and gave me a tour of their facility. I met a lot of senior people, and we had a very long lunch. But no one asked about our proposal. It’s like I had never even given the presentation.









	
MARTHA:




	
Really?









	
KEVIN:




	
And the next day was more of the same. We went on an all-day excursion to this village out in the desert. I met the head man of the tribe, and everyone was very nice, but no one said anything about our offer.









	
MARTHA:




	
No one?









	
KEVIN:




	
Nobody. And after that they didn’t schedule any more meetings, so I decided to come home a day early.









	
MARTHA:




	
Did you hear? We got an e-mail from them this morning.









	
KEVIN:




	
Really?









	
MARTHA:




	
Yes, they want us to sign a contract.












In several of the countries featured here, business is personal, very personal, and nowhere more so than in the Arab Middle East. The terms of the deal matter, of course, but not nearly as much as the character and personality of the dealer. Kevin, who does not know he has been tested, much less that he has passed the test, is using American criteria to evaluate the success of his visit to the Saudis, and by those criteria his trip has been a failure. His pitch was cut short, no comments were made about his proposal, people went to a lot of effort not to talk about business, and a three-day series of meetings and discussions was reduced to two.


Kevin would have good reason to be discouraged if the Saudis were primarily interested in his proposal, but they’re not. Having done their due diligence, the Saudis already knew that Kevin’s company could execute the job even before inviting him to visit. The presentation was just a formality, and one hour was more than enough to satisfy propriety.


In short, the Saudis had already made up their mind about Kevin the business; now comes the important part, deciding about Kevin the man, which explains everything that happened next. They showed him around their facility primarily so he could meet the senior people. During their long lunch together, the key players took Kevin’s measure and decided whether they can work with him. The reports must have been very favorable because the Saudis then conferred the ultimate honor on Kevin by inviting him out to the ancestral village for a meal. This was also an opportunity for the head man of the tribe to size Kevin up and have the final say. That too must have gone well, for no more meetings were needed and Kevin got to go home early.


That great Arab-watcher Raphael Patai traces much of Arab behavior back to the concept of familism, which he defines as “the centrality of the family in social organizations [and] its primacy in the loyalty scale” (282). A key goal of Kevin’s visit from the Saudi perspective, then, was to introduce him to the family, including the work family (all those “senior people”) and the founding family, especially the patriarch (head man). This determined his suitability to join the business, which is seen as an extension of the family. Patai writes that for Arabs


to encounter someone not known to [them] from before is quite an unusual event; if it occurs both sides will spend considerable time discussing their ancestry and relatives in the hope of finding somewhere a connecting link; only thereafter will they approach the subject that brought the stranger in the first place to the . . . tribe. (283, 84)


In Kevin’s case, there were no common relatives, of course, and “the subject that brought him to the tribe”—business—had already been discussed. Clearly the Saudis’ priority was to establish a personal connection, a link that would bind Kevin and the “family,” however broadly defined.


“In business relationships,” Margaret Nydell writes in Understanding Arabs,


personal contacts are much valued and quickly established. Arabs do not fit easily into impersonal roles, such as the “business colleague” (with no private socializing offered or expected) or the “supervisor/employee” roles (where there may be cordial relations during work hours but where personal concerns are not discussed). For Arabs, all acquaintances are potential friends. A good personal relationship is the most important single factor in doing business successfully with Arabs. (35)


The difference here is one of degree, not of kind. Americans also consider the personal when making business decisions; they would not give a contract to Company A solely because their terms were more favorable than Company B. But it is certainly true that the personal factor influences the decision much less than it does in the Arab Middle East.


The Fix


When working with Arabs, Americans should be prepared to spend much more time on “pleasantries” before getting down to business. Indeed, until Arabs decide whether it will be pleasant to work with you, business may not be an option. “In strongly relationship-based societies,” Erin Meyer writes, “the balance of social talk to business may tip heavily to the former” (191). You should assume that proposals have been closely studied and vetted before any face-to-face meetings are scheduled, so there is usually no need to spend very long discussing the deal. Do not interpret social invitations as time-consuming distractions; they are what matter most. Arab presentations may be quite general and even vague, so you should ask for more details if necessary.


If you are an Arab working in an American context, you should not be surprised or offended if Americans fail to extend many social invitations; that does not signal any lack of interest. Meanwhile, you should spend much more time fleshing out the details of your proposal. Because you believe the personal relationship matters so much more than the terms of the deal, your business proposals often appear quite vague to Americans. “What are details between friends?” Arabs will say. “If we’re friends, there will be no problems.” To which most Americans would reply, “If there are no problems, we can be friends.”


2. SARAH IN CHICAGO







	
PETER:




	
Before you all go, I was wondering, Ali, about that risk assessment. It’s due tomorrow, I think.









	
ALI:




	
Yes, sir.









	
PETER:




	
Are we on track with it?









	
ALI:




	
Yes, sir, but I am still waiting for a woman named Sarah in Chicago to answer my e-mail.









	
PETER:




	
That’s right. She works in risk assessment.


Did you try calling her?









	
ALI:




	
Yes, sir. But she did not return my call.









	
PETER:




	
I can help you with that, Ali. I’ll give her a call. I know Sarah.









	
ALI:




	
Thank you, sir.












It all sounds very civil, doesn’t it? Unless you’re Ali, of course, in which case you’ve just been ambushed by your boss and made to look a complete fool. Arabs have an exquisite sense of personal dignity and a correspondingly acute nose for any slights to their self-esteem. Raphael Patai has written of “the single issue which seems to be the overriding moral aim of the Arab: the preservation of his self-respect” (100). Ali will have a hard time forgiving Peter for what he has done here.


Where to begin? The first mistake Peter made (but arguably not the biggest) was to bring this whole matter of the risk assessment up during a meeting. We learn that Ali may in fact miss the deadline while he waits for an answer to his e-mail. To admit this in front of everyone at the meeting is deeply humiliating for Ali. Which is bad enough, but so far as Ali can tell, Peter’s behavior is completely gratuitous since he could have waited to discuss the issue after everyone else had left. If Ali is the least bit paranoid, as sensitive Arabs can be, then he probably thinks Peter brought this up on purpose to shame him.


The next slight occurs when Peter asks Ali if he tried calling Sarah. Whether Ali did or did not, this question suggests (to Ali, anyway, and to the other Arabs at the meeting) that Peter doubts Ali is actually trying to resolve the delay. Why else would he ask? And how else could this be interpreted than as a vote of no confidence in Ali? In this context, we should note that Ali does not know Sarah, referring to her as “a woman named Sarah.” He would probably feel uncomfortable calling someone for help with whom he has no personal relationship or, more to the point, would not expect a stranger to offer any help even if he did ask. The fact that he actually did call Sarah is a mark of Ali’s desperation to keep this project on schedule and please his boss. And for his efforts, he gets a public slap on the wrist.


Peter makes his worst mistake when he reveals that he actually knows Sarah. If Ali was mostly embarrassed up to this point, now he is genuinely angry. It turns out none of this was necessary: Peter knows Sarah, he knows she works in risk assessment, and he knows Ali is working on that topic. Why wouldn’t he have offered to call Sarah before now, one day before the deadline? And come to think of it, if Peter has a personal connection with Sarah, why hasn’t he helped from the very beginning to smooth the way for Ali? What kind of boss is so uninvolved in the work of his staff?


Some readers are probably wondering if we’re not being a bit unfair to Peter. All he has done, after all, is ask one of his staff for an update and then offered to help. Isn’t Ali perhaps being a tad overly sensitive? Possibly, but there are numerous accounts of Americans making what they see as the mildest possible critical observations or suggestions to their Arab colleagues that nonetheless sent the Arabs into deep depression. “Because one’s self-respect is so vulnerable to treatment by others,” Patai has written, “the Arab is extremely wary of being slighted and sees personal insults even in remarks or actions which carry no such intent” (100). Even if Ali is a mite overly sensitive, the lesson here is that one man’s suggestion can easily become another man’s slight.


“Pride is one of the main elements on which Arab individualism rests,” Sania Hamady writes in Temperament and Character of the Arabs,


since it is sheer being that is primarily respected. To establish a good rapport with an Arab one must be aware of the fact that foremost in the Arab view of the self is his self-esteem. It is important to pay tribute to it and to avoid offending it. The Arab is very touchy and his self-esteem is easily bruised. It is hard for him to be objective about himself or to accept calmly someone else’s criticism of him. . . . Facts should not be presented to him nakedly; they should be masked so as to avoid any molestation of his inner self, which should be protected. (Nydell, 38, 39)


Americans are not immune to feeling slighted or embarrassed, but an American’s self-esteem comes largely from within. It is more a function of how the individual sees herself than of how others see her, founded on personal qualities and achievements. Hence, slights and criticism—the unfavorable judgments of others—make less of an impact and cannot easily undermine an American’s ego. In the Arab world, however, where self-esteem comes largely from the respect and approval of society, public criticism automatically triggers a loss of dignity and undermines personal honor.


The Fix


Criticism still must be communicated in the Arab Middle East, as it must in all cultures and business environments. But in the Arab world, anything that could even remotely be construed as criticism—and that’s a very big list—must be handled with great care; in especially delicate cases, a third party is used.


If you have to criticize someone or make a suggestion face-to-face, begin with positive feedback and a healthy dose of flattery to reassure them that the coming blow is not the whole story. “The foreign supervisor is well advised to take care when giving criticism,” Margaret Nydell observes. “It should be indirect and include praise of any good points first, accompanied by assurances of high regard for the individual. . . . The concept of constructive criticism truly cannot be translated into Arabic—forthright criticism is almost always taken to be personal and destructive” (37, 38). Meanwhile, if you find yourself on the receiving end of extremely mild criticism, or even just the absence of any praise, then sit up and take notice.


While it’s a tall order, Arabs working with Americans should try not to take suggestions or mild criticism personally. If you can’t quite manage that, at least try to understand that Americans would hardly ever knowingly insult a colleague. Realizing that slights are unintentional can sometimes mitigate hurt feelings. For your part, when you have criticism to give to Americans, you will have to be more direct.


3. THERE MUST BE MONEY







	
KHALIL:




	
My dear friend Alex. Wonderful to see you.









	
ALEX:




	
Hi, Khalil. How are you?









	
KHALIL:




	
Excellent, thanks be to God. By the way, we had a very fine meeting about your bridge proposal yesterday.









	
ALEX:




	
Great.









	
KHALIL:




	
It is a beautiful proposal. Everything is very promising. And we are sure the minister will approve it.









	
ALEX:




	
But I thought you said the post was vacant at the moment?









	
KHALIL:




	
Yes, unfortunately there is no minister right now.









	
ALEX:




	
What about the cost?









	
KHALIL:




	
It’s very reasonable for a design so beautiful.









	
ALEX:




	
Ah, so there is money in the infrastructure budget, after all?









	
KHALIL:




	
Actually, we don’t quite have an infrastructure budget at the present time. But there must be money.












On the whole, the Arabs have never cared that much for reality. And who can blame them? For one thing their physical reality is stark and forbidding. In his travel classic Eothen, A. W. Kinglake exaggerates perhaps, but not by much, when he writes of Arabia that “the hills and the valleys are sand, sand, sand, still sand, and only sand, and sand, and sand, again.” Change “sand” to “rocks” and the statement is just as accurate. Life in such an empty, bleak environment is often harsh, unsatisfying, and disappointing. To survive is hard enough; to prosper, even harder. Things frequently do not turn out as we want them to or for the better. Who would live in such a world if something else were available?


And for Arabs, luckily, something else always is: the world of the possible, of what might be—and certainly of what should be—instead of what is. In his book The Empty Quarter, St. John Philby describes an “Arab national characteristic” he calls


the constant anxiety to be the announcer of good or pleasing news. It is less objectionable, of course . . . but it has a tendency in Arabia to discourage the purveying of true news, which is more important, and to encourage exaggeration or even suppression of material facts. (Yapp, 12)


When things are not the way Arabs would like, they have a way of denying reality and subscribing fully to an alternative set of facts. If these facts have the unfortunate drawback of not being altogether true, who can say that the reality they describe is not just around the corner? And even if it is not, then surely it is more pleasant to ponder the ideal than to face an often disappointing reality. How nice it would be, in short, if there were a minister in place and a budget for infrastructure. We could have our beautiful bridge, and you would get your lovely contract.


Unfortunately, none of this is presently true; indeed, looked at objectively, the current situation is anything but “very promising.” There is no one in charge, and there is no money for bridges. Nor is there any reason to think that the minister will sign the proposal since we do not even know who the minister is yet. Bridges may not be his priority. From an American perspective, then, Alex could be forgiven for accusing Khalil of being misleading at best and even dishonest. To which Khalil would reply that all he has said is quite true; the only problem is that reality has not yet had time to catch up to the truth.


Raphael Patai has observed that Arabs tend “to express ideal thoughts and to represent that which is desired or hoped for as if it were an actual fact in evidence rather than cleave to the limitations of the real. Arab thought processes are relatively more autonomous, more independent of reality, than the thought processes typical of Western man” (311).


Needless to say, Arabs use language very differently from Americans, believing that words do not merely describe what is real but that they confer reality. Simply saying something, in other words, makes it so. “Once the intention of doing something is verbalized,” Patai continues,


this verbal formulation itself leaves in the mind of the speaker the impression that he has done something about the issue at hand, which in turn psychologically reduces the importance of following up by actually translating the stated intention into action. . . . The verbal statement of intention achieves such importance that the question of whether or not it is subsequently carried out becomes of minor significance. (64, 65)


Nowhere in the dialogue is this Arab tendency—to prefer the perfect world to often tainted and imperfect reality—more apparent than in Khalil’s last statement: “But there must be money.” Whether there is money is irrelevant; there just has to be money because the alternative, the deeply painful truth that Alex’s beautiful bridge may never be built, is simply unthinkable.


To be sure, Americans are an optimistic people, hoping for and even expecting the best, but this is not because they would rather not face reality; they do so because they believe they can shape reality. It is also true that Americans tend to exaggerate, minimize obstacles, maximize possibilities, and generally describe things as much more positive and hopeful than they are. But once again they behave in this manner not because they refuse to acknowledge obstacles to success, but because their national experience has taught them that there is no problem that cannot be solved and no obstacle that cannot be overcome if people want something bad enough and are willing to try hard enough.


The Fix


Americans should first listen to and then quietly subtract 50 percent of what their Arab colleagues promise. Try to understand that the motive behind their exaggeration and enthusiasm is not to deceive or mislead but to be polite—and also to not usurp Allah’s prerogative to work the occasional miracle. For your part, feel free to exaggerate as much as you like and not worry that Arabs will take you literally or hold you to outlandish promises. Indeed, if you do not exaggerate, Arabs may not take you seriously or they may think you’re not interested in the matter under discussion.


Arabs, meanwhile, should realize that Americans often take exaggerations much more literally than fellow Arabs ever would. Accordingly, you should be careful not to make grand promises and likewise temper some of your natural enthusiasm. Too much exaggeration and enthusiasm come across as insincere to Americans; they will think you’re being dishonest or just flattering them to win their favor. If Americans do not exaggerate enough for you, do not interpret that as a lack of enthusiasm or interest; they’re just trying to be honest and not mislead you.


4. JUST TRYING TO HELP







	
CHARLES:




	
Hi, Khadija. How did it go with the people at DHL?









	
KHADIJA:




	
Sir?









	
CHARLES:




	
What did they say when you asked them about the shipments?









	
KHADIJA:




	
I didn’t talk to them.









	
CHARLES:




	
But when we spoke, you said you could help me and would call them.









	
KHADIJA:




	
Yes, sir.









	
CHARLES:




	
But you didn’t call them.









	
KHADIJA:




	
I didn’t know anyone there.









	
CHARLES:




	
I don’t understand.









	
KHADIJA:




	
No, sir.












Arabs like to be helpful and responsive. They will agree to almost any request, quite apart from whether or not they can actually do what’s being asked. Since you cannot possibly know whether you can actually do something at the moment you’re being asked, the thinking goes, it would be wrong to say no, not to mention impolite. God works in mysterious ways, after all, so who are you to say that something is just not possible? Even if you know something is not possible at the present time, it may become possible later on. So how can you say no?


I encountered a version of this phenomenon on my first trip to Rabat, the capital of Morocco. (Moroccans are not Arabs, exactly, but their culture is certainly Arab influenced.) I wanted to see the king’s palace, and I asked several people I met on the street for directions. After following the first set of directions for a few minutes, I sensed I might have misunderstood, and I stopped a second person. This happened two more times before I finally arrived at the palace. Later I learned that, for Moroccans, it is more polite to give wrong directions than to be rude and unhelpful and say you don’t know. “After all,” as one Moroccan told me, “our directions could be right!”
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