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Preface to the Third Edition

Us and Them



I was once in charge of an English language summer course in North Wales for adult students from three countries—Italy, Japan, and Finland. Intensive instruction was relieved by entertainment in the evenings and by day excursions to places of scenic or historical interest. We had scheduled a trip up Mount Snowdon on a particular Wednesday, but on the Tuesday evening it rained heavily. Around 10 o’clock that night, during the after-dinner dancing, a dozen or so Finns approached me and suggested that we cancel the excursion, as it would be no fun climbing the muddy slopes of Snowdon in heavy rain. I, of course, agreed and announced the cancellation.


Immediately I was surrounded by protesting Italians disputing the decision. Why cancel the trip—they had been looking forward to it (escape from lessons), they had paid for it in their all-inclusive fee, a little rain would not hurt anyone and what was the matter with the Finns anyway—weren’t they supposed to be tough people? A little embarrassed, I consulted the Japanese contingent. They were very, very nice. If the Italians wanted to go, they would go, too. If, on the other hand, we cancelled the trip they would be quite happy to stay in and take more lessons. The Italians jeered at the Finns, the Finns mumbled and scowled, and eventually, in order not to lose face, agreed they would go. The excursion was declared on. It rained torrentially all night and also while I took a quick breakfast. The bus was scheduled to leave at half past eight, and at twenty-five past, taking my umbrella in the downpour, I ran to the vehicle. Inside were 18 scowling Finns, 12 smiling Japanese, and no Italians. We left on time and had a terrible day. The rain never let up, we lunched in cloud at the summit, and returned covered in mud at 5 o’clock, in time to see the Italians taking tea and chocolate biscuits. They had sensibly stayed in bed. When the Finns asked them why, they said because it was raining...


Getting to Grips with Cultural Diversity


Cultural diversity is not something that is going to go away tomorrow, enabling us to plan our strategies on the assumption of mutual understanding. It is in itself a phenomenon with its own riches, the exploration of which could yield incalculable benefits for us, both in terms of wider and more profitable policies and activity. People of different cultures share basic concepts but view them from different angles and perspectives, leading them to behave in a manner which we may consider irrational or even in direct contradiction of what we hold sacred. We should nevertheless be optimistic about cultural diversity. The behavior of people of different cultures is not something willy-nilly. There exist clear trends, sequences and traditions. Reactions of Americans, Europeans, and Asians alike can be forecasted, usually justified and in the majority of cases managed. Even in countries where political and economic change is currently rapid or sweeping (Russia, China, Hungary, Poland, Korea, Malaysia, etc.) deeply rooted attitudes and beliefs will resist a sudden transformation of values when pressured by reformists, governments or multinational conglomerates. Post-perestroika Russians exhibit individual and group behavioural traits strikingly similar to those recorded in Tsarist times—these had certainly persisted, in subdued form, in the Soviet era. By focusing on the cultural roots of national behavior, both in society and business, we can foresee and calculate with a surprising degree of accuracy how others will react to our plans for them, and we can make certain assumptions as to how they will approach us. A working knowledge of the basic traits of other cultures (as well as our own) will minimize unpleasant surprises (culture shock), give us insights in advance, and enable us to interact successfully with nationalities with whom we previously had difficulty. This book aims to facilitate the acquisition of such insights.


Cultural Differences in International Business


International business, especially where joint ventures or prolonged negotiations are involved, is fraught with difficulties. Apart from practical and technical problems (to which solutions are often readily found), national psychology and characteristics frequently interfere at the executive level, where decisions tend to be more complex than the practical accords reached between accountants, engineers and other technicians. Corporate cultures vary widely inside one country (compare Apple and IBM in the US, or Sony and Mitsubishi in Japan); national business styles are markedly more diverse. In a Japanese–US joint venture, where the Americans are interested mainly in profit and the Japanese in market share, which direction is to be taken? When a capitalistic company from the west sets up business in a socialist country, the areas for conflict are even more obvious. But how similar will be the business ethics or cultural background of Sweden and Greece, both European?


National Characteristics


Determining national characteristics is treading a minefield of inaccurate assessment and surprising exception. There exist excitable Finns, wooden Italians, cautious Americans and charismatic Japanese. There is, however, such a thing as a national norm. For instance, Italians are in general more loquacious than Finns. Yet talkative Finns and silent Italians will overlap. The individuals who overlap are actually deviates in terms of that particular characteristic. In this book, with the object of making meaningful comparisons between different cultures, I have made certain generalizations regarding the national characteristics of one people or another. Such generalizations carry with them the risk of stereotyping as one talks about the typical Italian, German, American, etc. It is evident that Americans differ greatly from each other and that no two Italians are alike. However, my experience during 30 years of living abroad and rubbing shoulders with individuals of many nationalities has led me to the conviction that the inhabitants of any country possess certain core beliefs and assumptions of reality which will manifest themselves in their behavior. Culture, in the sense that it represents one’s outlook and world view, is not, however, a strictly national phenomenon.


In some countries regional characteristics can prevail to the extent that they relegate the ‘national type’ to second position. Basques and Andalucians have little in common apart from a Spanish passport; Milanese businesspeople often feel more at home with French and Austrians than with Sicilians. In the USA—nation of many subcultures—differences in race and language have led to the creation of three major divisions: Black, Hispanic, and English-speaking whites. In certain cases cities have developed such a strong cultural identity that it transcends the traits of the region. Thus Londoners are not just southern English, Parisians not simply northern French, Berliners are more than just eastern Germans. The inhabitants of Marseille have created their own city culture, the citizens of Liverpool have an accent and lifestyle completely different from the northerners surrounding them. Hong Kong, even after integration, is likely to be a special enclave in southern China.


Cultural groups can cross or span frontiers of nations or regions; they may also align themselves in ways other than geographical. Muslims and Christians are cultural groups; so are engineers and accountants. Graduates of the universities of Oxford, Cambridge, Harvard and Yale would claim separate cultural identities. Corporate culture affects the lives of many of us to a greater or lesser degree. It is particularly strong in Japan. In other countries, such as Italy, Spain and China, family culture is considered more important. The smallest cultural unit is the personal one—the individual. Individualistic views are shown great respect in countries such as Britain, France, Australia and the USA. Perhaps the greatest cultural divide is not national, religious, corporate or professional, but that based on gender. It is quite possible that an Italian woman has a world outlook more similar to that of a German woman than to that of a male Italian.


What the Book Is About


In Part One we explore the vital question of how the mind is conditioned, culturally, at an early age. Once one realizes the almost irreversible nature of this childhood training, creating in each of us a set of values so different from those extolled in other parts of the world, the possibilities for complex or hampered interaction in later life become clear. This book attempts to show that there is no good or bad, logical or illogical, in cultural values, just as one cannot argue about taste. The British, American, Chinese each see themselves as rational and normal. Cross-cultural training makes one see others as normal too, when viewed from a different perspective. We also discuss the fascinating subject of the interrelationship between language and thought.


Next we classify the world’s cultures in three rough categories:


• Linear-actives—those who plan, schedule, organize, pursue action chains, do one thing at a time. Germans and Swiss are in this group.


• Multi-actives—those lively, loquacious peoples who do many things at once, planning their priorities not according to a time schedule, but according to the relative thrill or importance that each appointment brings with it. Italians, Latin Americans and Arabs are members of this group.


• Reactives—those cultures that prioritize courtesy and respect, listening quietly and calmly to their interlocutors and reacting carefully to the other side’s proposals. Chinese, Japanese and Finns are in this group.


The chapter on categorization emphasizes the rising importance of companies finding and assessing the existing cultural capital within the organization. The hundreds or thousands of people they employ may possess cultural traits which would make them excellent ambassadors, mediators or leaders in certain foreign cultures. Correctly placed, they augment the fruits of recruitment. Such expatriates mingle easily with their colleagues in the country they are sent to. Usually they will stay five years or more and make a profitable contribution to their firm’s activities. The costs of sending untrained or unsuitable staff to take up foreign assignments are well known. Repatriation used to be estimated between $150,000–200,000. Now it is nearer half a million. There is also the reputation cost. If firms such as Nestlé, Nokia, Ericsson, Hewlett-Packard, Kraft and HSBC can tackle this problem successfully, why did DaimlerChrysler fail to do so?


The LMR assessment system described in Part One, pages 1–97 has given such companies as Nokia, Beiersdorf, Ericsson, LSG-Lufthansa, Unilever and Rolls Royce an insight into the cultural assets among their staff. Other organizations such as the World Bank, OneWorld and the Nordic government ministries have benefited from the clarity of the terminology of the LMR classification and the testing system: linear-active, multi-active and reactive characteristics are readily identifiable by HR managers around the world. The LMR method steers clear of the diffuse and long-winded terminology of some assessment systems, which may line up a dozen or more aspects or dimensions to be analysed.


In Chapter 3 I do stress, however, that most individuals, though basically linear, multi-active or reactive as a type, will inevitably be to some extent hybrid. This is because, in any place or time, a person is subjected to a contextual influence involving his/her background of study, profession and own personality preferences. At all events an advisable route for a company to take in staff training is a.) assess, b.) fine tune the assessment, and c.) prepare.


We go on to demonstrate how each group gathers information in a different way—the linear-actives relying mostly on data, the multi-actives on face-to-face encounters and dialogues, the reactives on a combination of both styles. Further chapters in Part Two show how the values taught to us in early life give us an entrenched approach to the use of space and time and how we accord status, respond to different types of leadership, and organize our society and business to fit in with these attitudes.


Language is an important part of our functional activity and we indicate, often in diagrammatic form, the varying communication patterns used in meetings and during negotiations. Listening habits are also important to communication, and a discussion of these leads us on to aspects of sales, marketing and advertising.


The last chapter in Part One gives a comprehensive survey on manners in business and society around the world.


Part Two, now devoted entirely to business, anticipates the changing perspectives of management and strategy at the turn of the twenty-first century and shows that widely diverging horizons and credos can be managed—collapsed together—especially in the creation of international teams. The very language of management itself becomes a vital inspirational tool for the leaders of tomorrow. Empathy, tact, understanding, subtlety, positive reaction—these are the resources of the multicultural executive.


Part Two is vital reading for managers whose task it is to put into practice the insights into cultural issues outlined in Part One and apply them systematically in an international business context.


Chapters 7–11 analyze how cultures accord status, respond to different types of leadership and organize their societies to fit in with these attitudes. One entirely new section, “Success and Failure in the Twenty-First Century,” has been added to Chapter 7, as has new material on leadership. These chapters indicate how successful team-building can be achieved by harmonizing the diverse horizons of team members.


Chapter 9, “Motivating People and Building Trust,” is a totally new chapter, revealing in depth the cultural factors involved in motivating staff and creating trust, particularly in multicultural and—increasingly—virtual teams. There is no international magic formula for either motivating or building trust across cultures, but I can say that establishing and maintaining relationships are the key concept when interacting across (and within) linear-active, multi-active and reactive boundaries. I also introduce some general factors that influence motivation within LMR-category countries.


Part Two ends by describing how meeting styles vary around the world—nuances of settings, protocol and structure—and contrasts different routes of negotiation and decision-making.


Part Three constitutes a comprehensive reference source giving an in-depth analysis of the background and cultural characteristics of over 70 of the world’s major countries and regions. Each chapter is devoted to a separate state or area, explains why the behavior of its inhabitants follows certain paths and agendas and gives practical advice on how to minimize friction with each group.



Features of This New Edition


The 2006 edition has been expanded to include some 30 additional countries and regions that, for a variety of reasons, play significant roles on the world stage. The inclusion of the Baltic states, Slovenia, Slovakia, Hungary, Poland and the Czech Republic, has completed coverage of the EU member states (except for Cyprus and Malta). Romania, Bulgaria, Croatia and Serbia-Montenegro form an inevitable queue for EU membership. Switzerland and Norway, with the second and fourth highest living standards in the world, merit dedicated chapters. Turkey and Iran are pivotal and powerfully influential nations in the Middle East that should be clearly distinguished from their Arab neighbors. Close to them are the resource-rich Central Asian republics, which have emerged as individual nation states after the demise of the Soviet Union.


Further east, the Indian subcontinent—soon to replace China as the world’s most populous area—deserves more detailed examination, as does Indonesia, with its over 200 million inhabitants. Export powerhouse Korea, the world’s eleventh biggest economy, will acquire added clout with reunification, while Vietnam, Thailand, Malaysia and the Philippines make diverse and important contributions in Asia and worldwide. Finally, the giant Latin American area is destined to shake off its numerous twentieth-century political and economic problems. Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Mexico, Venezuela and Colombia have been chosen to exemplify the cultural values of this region.


This edition has added a significant number of cultures which are increasingly beginning to attract attention in the globalization process. Iraq has been singled out for special treatment in the chapters of the Arab Lands and the cultural differences between the 19 Arab states have been more closely defined. Israel, geographically close, also appears in the Middle Eastern section. Finally, the huge and densely populated Sub-Saharan region has been included in view of the great potential of its economic development and the rich, kaleidoscopic nature of its cultural heritage.


Most country chapters include the following sections: introduction to and background about the country, cultural values, concepts of space and time, communication patterns, listening habits, behavior at meetings and negotiations, and suggestions for empathizing with the locals. An entirely new section has been added to almost all of the countries and regions: “Motivation.” These Motivation charts provide a quick look at the Key motivating factor for each country. In addition, the charts offer insight as to what to emphasize and what to avoid during your business interactions.


• • •


The 21st century will be crunch time for Western managers in terms of meeting fierce and unrelenting Asian competition (especially from China) and in attempting to gain a share of the mammoth markets that rapidly changing demographics will create in India, China, Pakistan, Indonesia, Bangladesh, Nigeria and Brazil (in 2050 their total population will be four and a half billion). The goal of this new, expanded edition of When Cultures Collide is to keep pace with these emerging and changing markets.
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PART 1
Getting to Grips with Cultural Diversity








1 Different Languages, Different Worlds



For a German and a Finn, the truth is the truth. In Japan and Britain it is all right if it doesn’t rock the boat. In China there is no absolute truth. In Italy it is negotiable.


Comparisons of national cultures often begin by highlighting differences in social behavior. The Japanese do not like shaking hands, bow when greeting each other and do not blow their nose in public. Brazilians form unruly bus lines, prefer brown shoes to black and arrive two hours late at cocktail parties. Greeks stare you in the eye, nod their heads when they mean no and occasionally smash plates against walls in restaurants. The French wipe their plates clean with a piece of bread, throw pastry into their coffee and offer handshakes to strangers in bistros. Brits tip their soup bowls away from them, eat peas with their forks upside down and play golf in the rain.



Appearance and Reality


These various manners and mannerisms cause us great amusement. We smile at foreign eccentricity, congratulating ourselves on our normality. And yet we are aware that these idiosyncrasies are largely superficial. If we stay in France a while, we are sooner or later happy to dunk our croissants and make a mess; we discover the unhurried delight of turning up outrageously late in Brazil; we throw vodka glasses over our shoulders with abandon in St. Petersburg. Such adaptation of our behavior leaves no scars on our psyche. We join strangers in their social ways partly to conform and partly for fun. We can become French or Greek for an evening, we can sit on tatami with Japanese colleagues and eat legs of lamb with one hand among Arabs. But what goes on in our heads remains a private, well-protected constant. We may put on a show for others, but all the while we follow our own silent program.



Concepts and Notions


Part of the superficial public behavior cited here is cultural in origin, and yet we can adopt these manners without prejudice to our own core beliefs. Actions are not difficult to emulate, and even different varieties of speech can be imitated to some extent. Thought is a different matter. We cannot see it; we cannot hear it; it may be revealed to us with reluctance, simulation or cunning. Cross-cultural problems arise not so much on account of our unfamiliarity with a bow, a Gallic shrug or chopsticks. Neither do they crop up because of certain concepts, because many of these concepts are shared by other cultures. We can teach a Spaniard nothing about honor; the Japanese are masters of courtesy. Swedes, Brits and Germans are all convinced of their own honesty; honor, duty, love, justice, gratitude and revenge are basic tenets of the German, Chinese, Arab and Polynesian alike. A Tasmanian knows his or her duty as clearly as a Greenlander does. Given the size of the world, its long history and immeasurable variety, it is remarkable how many common concepts are rooted so firmly in a similar manner in very different societies. What we often overlook is the fact that everyone has different notions of these concepts that appeal to so many cultures. Romantic love is seen differently in France and Finland, and the English notion of revenge bears little similarity to the Sicilian.


We readily accept that cultural diversity is vast and formidable. If we take an extreme example, the barriers against communication or mutual comprehension between an Inuit hunter and a Nigerian herdsman might prove insurmountable. Given their different backgrounds, what could they talk about? They probably would be completely unaware of the structure or politics of each other’s society; it is hardly likely that they could imagine the opposite extremity of climate; their religions, taboos, values, aspirations, disappointments and lifestyle would be in stark contrast. Available subjects of conversation (if they had some mode of communication) would be minimal, approaching zero.


The wildly differing notions of time, space, life after death, nature and reality held by isolated societies will have little impact on international business (although they may contribute usefully to our morals or philosophy). The Navahos with their nuclear concept of speech, the Zulus with their 39 colors of green, the aborigines with their dreamtime, the Inuit with their 42 types of snow and the Lapps with their eight seasons provide us with striking insights and unique thought and speech processes that intrigue and fascinate those of us who have time to study them. We can observe, learn about and sometimes understand some of these groups’ worldviews, but deceived we are not. We know, more or less, where we stand with these people. They live in their worlds and we live in ours.



Closer to Home



In our world, there are others who are more like us. They have modern civilizations, political parties, industrial complexes and stocks and shares. Their clothes resemble ours. We appear to have similar concepts and values. Yet for some reason, the French and Germans don’t always get on. In Belgium half of society dislikes the other. The Chinese and Japanese are wary of each other, to say the least; neighborly Swedes and Norwegians snipe at each other, and the mutual exasperation that British and American cousins experience is only too well documented.


Truth


The concepts are shining and clear; our notions of them are different. The German notion is that truth, absolute honest truth, even if somewhat unpalatable, will allow participants to achieve a successful outcome to a business meeting. “Die Wahrheit ist die Wahrheit,” say the Germans. Not so, the Chinese would argue—there is no absolute truth. These two conflicting views may both be correct. Many Americans, Norwegians and Finns would agree with the Germans; most Asians and many Italians would agree with the Chinese.


In Germany, Sweden and Finland, where people are generally concerned about what the neighbors think, the drive toward conformity imposes checks and constraints on a person’s ability to refashion veracity. The French, Italians and other Latins are not famous for their candor, which might interfere with the smooth social intercourse they are so fond of. In Japan, where no one must face exposure, be confronted or lose face, truth is a dangerous concept. In Asia, Africa and South America, strict adherence to the truth would destroy the harmony of the relationships between individuals, companies and entire segments of society. Only in Australia is a spade called a spade continent wide, and even there truth often occasions dismay and leads to fistfights.


Contracts and Ethics


As the globalization of business brings executives more frequently together, there is a growing realization that if we examine concepts and values, we can take almost nothing for granted. The word contract translates easily from language to language, but like truth, it has many interpretations. To a Swiss, Scandinavian, American or Brit, a contract is a formal document that has been signed and should be adhered to. Signatures give it a sense of finality. But a Japanese businessperson regards a contract as a starting document to be rewritten and modified as circumstances require. A South American sees it as an ideal that is unlikely to be achieved but that is signed to avoid argument.


Members of most cultures see themselves as ethical, but ethics can be turned upside down. The American calls the Japanese unethical if the latter breaks a contract. The Japanese says it is unethical for the American to apply the terms of the contract if things have changed. Italians have very flexible views on what is ethical and what is not, which sometimes causes Northern Europeans to question their honesty. When Italians bend the rules or “get around” some laws or regulations, they consider they are less ideal-bound than, say, the Swiss, and cut actually closer to reality. They do not consider themselves corrupt or immoral, nor do they admit to illegality. There are many gray areas where “shortcuts” are, in Italian eyes, the only intelligent course of action. In a country where excessive bureaucracy can hold up business for months, currying favor with an official is a matter of common sense.


Common Sense


The very term common sense has to be treated carefully, for it is not as common as it seems. British dictionaries define it as “judgment gained from experience rather than study”; the American lexicon describes it as “judgment that is sound but unsophisticated.” Academics are uncomfortable with common sense, which tends to pre-empt their research by coming to the same conclusion months earlier. But we must not think that this rough-and-ready wisdom will unite our mix of nationalities. Common sense, although basic and unsophisticated, cannot be neutral. It is derived from experience, but experience is culture-bound. It is common sense in Germany and Sweden to form an orderly bus line. In Naples and Rio it is common sense to get on the bus before anyone else. It would seem common sense for the Japanese to have discarded the Chinese writing system, which does not suit their language and which takes ten years for Japanese children to learn, but they have not done so.


Gossip


Gossip has negative connotations in the Nordic countries and hardly a good name in the Anglo-Saxon world. Yet gossip proves far more important to us than we would at first admit. It is a vital source of information in business circles in many countries. In Spain, Italy, Brazil and Japan, gossip quickly updates and bypasses facts and statistics, provides political background to commercial decisions and facilitates invaluable debate between people who do not meet officially. The cafés of Madrid and Lisbon overflow with businesspeople, and the whole of Central and South America “networks” merrily until one or two in the morning.


The corridors of power in Brussels, where European business and political legislation are inevitably intertwined, reverberate with gossip. Countries that do not have access to this hot-house exchange of information will be severely disadvantaged.


Another positive aspect of gossip is that it appears to be good for us—that is to say, in line with our natural evolution. Professor Robin Dunbar of University College London points out that humans live in much larger groups than other primates and that language may have evolved as a form of social glue to hold us together. While some animals obviously communicate well in small groups, it is hardly likely that they can gossip about third parties. This ability enables us to form large social or working groups of up to approximately 150 members. This number holds true for ancient “clans,” military fighting units (a company) and even modern firms. Once a commercial enterprise swells well beyond that magic number, it has to be organized into divisions or it becomes less manageable. Intense interest in what other people are doing, finding out from our “group” the latest news about third parties, enables us to network on a large scale and calculate our positions and reactions accordingly. So the Latins, Greeks, and Arabs have got it right after all!


Silence


Silence can be interpreted in different ways. A silent reaction to a business proposal would seem negative to American, German, French, Southern European and Arab executives. In countries as dissimilar as the United States, Peru and Kuwait, conversation is a two-way process, where one partner takes up when the other one leaves off. The intervening silence is two or three seconds in Britain and Germany, less than that in Greece and Kuwait and hardly noticeable in France, Italy and the U.S. However, East Asians and Finns find nothing wrong with silence as a response. “Those who know do not speak; those who speak do not know,” says an old Chinese proverb. In these countries silence is not equated with failure to communicate, but is an integral part of social interaction. What is not said is regarded as important, and lulls in conversation are considered restful, friendly and appropriate. Silence means that you listen and learn; talking a lot merely expresses your cleverness, perhaps egoism and arrogance. Silence protects your individualism and privacy; it also shows respect for the individualism of others. In Finland and Japan it is considered impolite to force one’s opinions on others—it is more appropriate to nod in agreement, smile quietly, avoid opinionated argument or discord.



Powerful Mental Blocks


As international trade and scientific and political exchange intensify, there is a growing effort on the part of academics, multinational organizations and even nations and governments to improve communication and dialogue. It is becoming increasingly apparent that in pursuit of this goal it is desirable not only to learn foreign languages on a much wider scale but to show a sympathetic understanding of other peoples’ customs, societies and culture. Many binational and international bodies have been created to further this aim, and the personnel and training departments of many large companies have invested substantial sums of money in cross-cultural and internationalization programs and briefings for those staff members who will represent them abroad.


The question I would like to raise is whether or not cross-cultural training and a willingness to adapt will achieve anything at the end of the day, in view of the interlocking nature of our own language and thought. I am not necessarily suggesting that cross-cultural training might eventually be seen to be in vain—I believe the contrary to be true—but I would like to play devil’s advocate for a little while and consider how powerful mental blocks may hinder our ability to change our attitudes or adopt new approaches. From infancy we are conditioned by various factors and influences—not least by the behavior and guidance of our parents, teachers and society. But they and we are subjected at every turn to that dominating and pervasive “conditioner”—our common language.


Many linguists adhere to anthropologist Benjamin Whorf’s hypothesis, which states that the language we speak largely determines our way of thinking, as distinct from merely expressing it. In other words, Germans and Japanese behave in a certain manner because the way they think is governed by the language in which they think. A Spaniard and a Briton see the world in different ways because one is thinking in Spanish and the other in English. People in the British Isles act and live in a certain way because their thoughts are channeled along Anglo-Saxon grooves which are different from neo-Latin, Japanese or Chinese grooves.


The Briton, the German and the Inuit may share a common experience, but it appears to each as a kaleidoscopic flux of impressions that has to be organized by the mind. The mind does this largely by means of language. Thus the three individuals end up seeing three different things. What is fair play to the Briton may be something else to the German, who needs to translate the concept into different words, and it may mean nothing at all in a society where there are no organized games.


English and Zulu


If you think the notion of fair play is rather abstract, let us go to another instance where a very basic concept is seen in completely different ways by two people of diverse origins. My example involves an Englishman and a Zulu. While the cultural chasm is clear, it is the linguistic factor that dominates this instance.


As mentioned earlier, the Zulu language has 39 words for green. I was interested in how the Zulus could build up 39 one-word concepts for green, while English has only one, and discussed this at length with a former Zulu chief who had earned a doctorate in philology at Oxford. He began by explaining why Zulus needed 39 words for green. In the days before automotive transport and national highways, the Zulu people would often make long treks across their savannah grasslands. There were no signposts or maps and lengthy journeys had to be described by those who had traveled the route before. The language adapted itself to the requirements of its speakers. English copes with concepts such as contract deadlines and stock futures, but our tongue is seen as poverty stricken and inadequately descriptive by Africans and Native Americans, whose languages abound in finely wrought, beautifully logical descriptions of nature, causation, repetition, duration and result.


“Give me some examples of different green-words,” I said to my Zulu friend.


He picked up a leaf. “What color is this?” he asked.


“Green,” I replied.


The sun was shining. He waited until a cloud intervened. “What color is the leaf now?” he asked.


“Green,” I answered, already sensing my inadequacy.


“It isn’t the same green, is it?”


“No, it isn’t.”


“We have a different word in Zulu.” He dipped the leaf in water and held it out again. “Has the color changed?”


“Yes.”


“In Zulu we have a word for green shining wet.”


The sun came out again and I needed another word (leaf-green-wet-but-with-sunshine-on-it!).


My friend retreated 20 yards and showed me the leaf. “Has the color changed again?”


“Yes,” I yelled.


“We have another word,” he said with a smile.


He went on to indicate how different Zulu greens would deal with tree leaves, bush leaves, leaves vibrating in the wind, river greens, pool greens, tree trunk greens, crocodile greens… He got to 39 without even raising a sweat.



Language Straitjacket


It was evident that my Zulu friend and I saw the world through different eyes. And yet it was not a question of eyes. However international, multicultural or all-embracing I wished to be, there was no way I could perceive or feel about nature the way he did, because I didn’t have the language to do it with. It was not just a matter of familiarizing myself with the cultural habits, preferences and taboos of his tribe or even adopting his religion and philosophies. I could only experience reality as fully as he did by learning his language and escaping (in terms of descriptive ability) from the straitjacket of my own.


Just as seeing with two eyes gives us stereoscopic vision and a sense of depth, thinking in two different languages gives us added dimensions of reality. The bilingual Swedish Finn is a case in point. A striking idea is that while French (a language very similar to English) would expand our worldview by maybe an extra 10 percent, a “primitive” language totally different from our own, with its other logic and set of assumptions, might show us things we have never dreamed of!


Translation Inadequate


The Greeks, who were the first people to inquire in depth into logic and reason, assumed that language was a universal untampered-with element of reason. They believed it was a phenomenon shared by all mankind and, in the case of educated people, would provide a standard yardstick for comparison of ideas, experience and reality. They also assumed that ideas could be translated freely into any language. This is only true up to a point.


Those of us who have learned languages at school have noticed the difficulty our teachers have in translating such words as panache, esprit de corps, Gemütlichkeit and Zeitgeist into English. Interpreters at the United Nations are faced daily with similar problems, even with languages that are closely related. In one recorded case, the English speaker said “I assume,” the French interpreter translated it as “I deduce,” and this was rendered by the Russian as “I consider”—by which time the idea of assumption had been lost!


Different Worlds


If this can happen working with three close relatives of the Indo-European group, we see that two languages as different as English and Navaho literally operate in two different worlds. I think it is important for businesspeople to consider carefully the implication of the expression in different worlds. All observers are not led by the same physical evidence to the same picture of the universe, unless their linguistic backgrounds are similar, or can in some way be calibrated. English, French, German, Russian and other Indo-European languages can be roughly calibrated (although not always satisfactorily), but where does this leave us with Chinese, Indonesian, Finnish or Japanese? If the structure of a person’s language influences the manner in which he or she understands reality and behaves with respect to it, then we could have four individuals who will see the universe through Sino-Tibetan, Polynesian, Altaic and Japanese eyes respectively and then comport themselves accordingly.



Thought = Internalized Language


There is a good deal of scientific support for the hypothesis that higher levels of thinking depend on language. Thought can be regarded as internalized language. Most of us conduct an interior monologue, often accompanied by visual imagery. The more educated and literate the individual, the more complex and sophisticated this monologue becomes, and there is no doubt that most of this goes on “in words,” whether expressed aloud or not.


We can assume that German, Italian and Malaysian businesspeople do the same thing in their own language. When each speaks, we merely glimpse the tip of a huge iceberg of verbal activity that never breaks the surface of audibility. If you make this reasonable assumption, then you can presume that whatever is said to you will be a brief projection of the inner world of the other person’s thoughts. What is said may be grammatically accurate or erroneous in the extreme, but it will be colored by the person’s view of reality, which is itself influenced by the rigidity of his or her own language structure. This line of reasoning tends to become somewhat involved, but to clarify the point, let’s take a few practical examples.


The German language is a tightly disciplined, no-nonsense entity with long, compound words often expressing complex concepts. We might therefore expect the internal monologue of a German person to be serious rather than casual, concentrating on weighty issues, and resulting in verbalized thoughts that will be anything but flippant.


Contrast this with the interior monologue of an American counterpart. The nature of American English is interwoven with the character and history of the youthful United States. American speech or thought is mobile and opportunistic; it shifts quickly for advantage or compromise and excels in casual and humorous shafts. Germans will take Americans seriously when they do not intend to be taken as such. A further complication is the deep slide that American English has taken into clichés and “tough talk.” Such expressions as gotta deal, gotta be jokin’, no way, full of shit, over the top, you can’t do this to me and give away the store fail to indicate properly what the American is really thinking, but are verbal escape routes to simplified analyses or solutions not necessarily in their favor. Britons are guilty of other clichés indicative of near-stultifying vagueness of thought, well designed to convey very little or nothing at all to their foreign interlocutors. Such expressions, occasionally derived from sport, include fair play, sticky wicket, a good innings, good show, bad news, not on and a bit thick.


The French thought monologue is quite different. They have dissected their universe better than most of us, and they try to think about it clearly. They know where they are going and what it is that they want. Their clinical vocabulary is conducive to quick thinking, its lack of vagueness leads to a cutting directness, and their ruthless pursuit of logic will often irritate Anglo-Saxons or Japanese, who tend to “feel their way” toward a solution. The Spanish speaker’s monologue is earthy, emotional and generous. The wealth of Spanish vocabulary and the wide range of endearments and diminutives (shared with Italian and Portuguese) enable the Spaniard to communicate in a warm, human manner indicative of an expansive character and a lack of cunning. One should not, however, read this warmth as a sign that the Spaniard can easily be taken advantage of.


The Japanese have the most difficult task of all in making the transition from their internal monologues to actual verbal utterances. In their thoughts they agonize over striking a balance between gaining advantage and correctness of behavior. Their internalized speech has to be polite in the extreme in view of the fact that they are to address others. But the speech mechanisms involved in such politeness often lead to incredible vagueness of expression, so that whatever message they seek to convey may well get lost in a fog of impeccable behavior. On top of that, their formidable battery of honorific expressions—so useful in communication between Japanese—are rendered useless in the face of the impossibility of translation, so that their conversation with their foreign counterpart emerges as terribly platitudinous, even if grammatically correct.



Humor across Frontiers


It has been said that humor crosses national boundaries with difficulty, especially when heading east. If we analyze this assertion for a moment, several implications emerge. First, it is self-evident that the victim of a humorous attack is hardly likely to see the funny side of it. French anecdotes depicting the Belgians as a collection of slow-witted yokels fail to gain appreciation in Brussels. The Dutch resent similar treatment at the hands of the Belgians.


Secondly, failure to appreciate the funny side of an anecdote does not necessarily depend on one’s being the victim. Serious-minded, factual Germans do not split their sides on hearing American jokes about Texas, which usually depend on gross exaggeration. The story about the Mexican driving just as fast as he could for 24 hours to get out of Texas but finding he had not managed it, thrills the American imagination but sounds far-fetched to the German, who might reply, “He should have used a German car.” This reply would be considered very funny in Germany and fairly humorous in England and Scandinavia.


Apart from the Koreans, who seem to like everybody’s jokes, few Asians are amused by American or (most) European jokes. The Confucian and Buddhist preoccupation with truth, sincerity, kindliness and politeness automatically eliminates humor techniques such as sarcasm, satire, exaggeration and parody. They also find little merit in jokes about religion, sex and underprivileged minorities. Sick or black humor is definitely out.


So what is left, you might ask? Eastern humor, such as we understand it, is couched in subtlety, gentle, indirect reproach or reprimand, occasionally victimizing listeners in a sly but nonaggressive manner that yet leaves them room for response and stops short of depriving them of their dignity. Even the rougher, occasionally bawdy Koreans take great care to protect the listener’s “wholeness” or standing. Chinese are noted for their aphorisms and proverbs, and they and Indians find great sources of humor in parables, which we in the West find only moderately funny, although they do combine wisdom, moralizing and a sense of perspective


Is there such a thing as a “national style” of humor? Before answering this question directly, one must accept the fact that there is such a thing as international humor—that is to say, some types of humor and some jokes gain international acceptance. In particular, this is true of slapstick, which is age-old in its use and laughed at by Europeans, Americans, Africans and Asians alike. It is very much in evidence, for instance, on Japanese television. There are also “international” jokes repeated across many borders, such as the one about who must jump first out of the airplane, elephant jokes, restaurant jokes and hilarious stories about golfers.


Even in the area of international jokes, however, the national “rinse” begins to show. Take, for example, the old joke about the journalists who organized a competition to write an article about elephants. The titles were as follows:






	





	English

	Hunting Elephants in British East Africa





	French

	The Love Life of Elephants





	German

	The Origin and Development of the Indian Elephant from 1200 to 1950 (600 pages)





	American

	How to Breed Bigger and Better Elephants





	Russian

	How We Sent an Elephant to the Moon





	Swede

	Elephants and the Welfare State





	
Spaniard


	Techniques of Elephant Fighting





	Indian

	The Elephant as a Means of Transportation before Railroads





	Finn

	What Elephants Think about Finland







This joke, which probably originated at a conference of journalists, pokes fun at various national faiblesses (weaknesses): French lust, German seriousness, American bragging, British colonialism and so on. The punch line is the Finns’ preoccupation with what others think about them. In Helsinki, however, the Finns developed an alternative punch line by adding a Norwegian title: “Norway and Norway’s Mountains.” Finns, Swedes and Danes find this alternative absolutely side-splitting. The Norwegians, who consider themselves a humorous people, do not find this ending funny at all. In fact, they do not understand it. Do you?



Humor in Business


As world trade becomes increasingly globalized, businesspeople meet their foreign partners more frequently and consequently feel that they know each other better. It is only natural that when they develop a closer relationship, they begin to converse in a more relaxed manner. A funny incident involving some personal discomfort or embarrassment is a good start; a sly attack on a “common enemy” may soon follow.


Humor during business meetings is not infrequent in most European countries, although it is less common among Latins than with Northern peoples, where it is a valuable tool for breaking the ice. Perhaps among the Spaniards, Portuguese and Italians, there is little ice to break. Their own racy, gossipy, confiding conversation style constitutes in itself a valid humorous element.


It is in the Anglo-Saxon countries that humor is used systematically. Relaxed in Canada and New Zealand, it can be barbed and provocative in Australia. In the United States, particularly, sarcasm, kidding and feigned indignation are regarded as factors that move the meeting along and help get more done in less time. Time is, after all, money. It is perhaps in Britain, though, that humor is most intertwined in business talks. The British hate heavy or drawn-out meetings and will resort to various forms of humor and distracting tactics to keep it all nice and lively.


However, two nationalities in particular avoid jokes and other forms of humor during the actual business sessions. Germans find it out of place during negotiations. Business is serious and should be treated as such, without irrelevant stories or distractions. If you do not concentrate on the issue, you are not showing respect to your interlocutor. Kidding is, in their eyes, not honest and creates confusion in business discussion. They want to know about price, quality and delivery dates, with some precision, please.


After the meetings are over, Germans are quite willing to relax and joke with their partners in bars, restaurants and at home. Humor and anecdotes are more than welcome in these circumstances. Relaxation, like business discussion and many other activities in Germany, is fairly strictly compartmentalized.


The Japanese also fail to see any benefit in introducing humor into business meetings. They will laugh if they are aware that you have told a joke (it is unlikely they will have understood it), but that is out of sheer politeness. They are normally nervous about understanding your straight talk in the first place, so that any clever nuances or tongue-in-cheek utterances will leave them floundering. They take anything you say quite literally. Americans using expressions like “You are killing me” or “Say that once again and I’ll walk away from this deal” will cause great consternation among their Japanese partners. One U.S. executive, who said a certain clause would “blow the deal out of the water,” was asked, “What water?”


While the introduction of humor in international business talks may bring considerable gain in terms of breaking the ice, speeding up the discussion, escaping from deadlock, putting your partners at ease and winning their confidence in you as a human being, the downside risks are often just as great. What is funny for the French may be anathema to an Arab; your very best story may be utterly incomprehensible to a Chinese; your most innocent anecdote may seriously offend a Turk. Cultural and religious differences may make it impossible for some people to laugh at the same thing. Who can say with certainty what is funny? If all values are relative and culture based, then these include humor, tolerance, even truth itself. And remember that laughter, more often than not, symbolizes embarrassment, nervousness or possibly scorn among Asians.



Making Allowances


International businesspeople cannot escape the “bottom line”—a good American expression—of the considerations just mentioned. The picture of the universe shifts from tongue to tongue, and the way of doing business shifts accordingly. There is no one metaphysical pool of human thought—or of behavior. Different languages provide different “segments of experience,” and there is little we can do about it, except to learn more languages. But at least being aware of cultural differences, and being sensitive to those differences, will help us establish whatever degree of communication our different mentalities permit.








2 Cultural Conditioning



We think our minds are free, but, like captured American pilots in Vietnam and North Korea, we have been thoroughly brainwashed. Collective programming in our culture, begun in the cradle and reinforced in kindergarten, school and the workplace, convinces us that we are normal, others eccentric.



What Is Culture?


Geert Hofstede defined culture as “the collective programming of the mind that distinguishes the members of one category of people from another.” The key expression in this definition is collective programming. Although not as sinister as brainwashing, with its connotations of political coercion, it nevertheless describes a process to which each one of us has been subjected since birth (some people would say even before birth, but that is a little deep for me). When parents returning from the hospital carry their baby over the threshold, they have often already made one of their first culturally based decisions—where the baby will sleep. A Japanese child is invariably put in the same room as the parents, near the mother, for at least the first couple of years. British and American children are often put in a separate room, right away or after a few weeks or months. The inferences for the child’s dependence or interdependence and problem-solving abilities are obvious.


Parents and teachers obviously give children the best advice they can to prepare them for successful interactions in their own culture and society, where good and bad, right and wrong, normal and abnormal are clearly defined. It is perhaps unfortunate in one sense that each cultural group gives its children a different set of instructions, each equally valid in their own environment.


As we grow up, these learned national and/or regional concepts become our core beliefs, which we find almost impossible to discard. We regard others’ beliefs and habits (Russian, Chinese, Hungarian…) as strange or eccentric, mainly because they are unlike our own. There is no doubt about it, the Japanese are not like Americans!
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Figure 2.1 Human Mental Programming: Japan


On the other hand, we have a sneaking feeling (and we frequently hear it expressed) that “deep down all people are alike.” There is also truth in this, for there are such things as universal human characteristics. They are not as numerous as you might think, for our national collective programming distorts some of our basic instincts (Scots’ thrift versus American free spending). Figure 2.1 shows how national collective programming is “grafted onto” inherited traits. The top section adds individual characteristics. Some people, by dint of personal originality, extra powers of perception, stubbornness or even genius, stand apart from their colleagues and deviate sharply from the national track. Such people often become famous for their idiosyncrasies, and a few have actually changed the course of their nation’s destiny (e.g., King Henry VIII, Kemal Atatürk, Emperor Meiji of Japan).


In general, however, our national or regional culture imposes itself on our behavior rather than the other way round, and we become a solid German, a good Swede, a real American or a true Brit, as the case may be. Interacting with our compatriots, we generally find that the closer we stick to the rules of our society, the more accepted we become.



Culture Shock


Our precious values and unshakeable core beliefs take a battering when we venture abroad. “Support the underdog!” cry Guy Fawkes–loving English. The Australians, famous historical underdogs themselves, echo this to the full. Germans and the Japanese, although temporary underdogs themselves after the Second World War, tend to support the more powerful of two adversaries, seeing the underdog as necessarily the less efficient. The Japanese government, through its Ministry of Trade and Industry, issues directives to the larger banks to lend money to those industries that are currently thriving and have the potential for further growth, while discouraging loans to enterprises that have become old-fashioned or have little hope for success in the future. This attitude is in marked contrast to that so long prevalent in Britain, where ancient factories were kept alive and industrial underdogs such as textiles and coal mining were supported long after they were economically viable.


Figure 2.2 shows the different paths our core beliefs take according to the culture we try to impose them on. Others are not aware of our values simply by looking at us. They may draw certain conclusions from the manner in which we dress, but these days most businesspeople dress in a similar way. It is only when we say or do something that they can gain deeper insight into what makes us tick. This utterance or action may be described as a cultural display or event, since, by its execution, we reveal our cultural attitudes. The cultural display might be an Italian (probably from Rome) who turns up half an hour late for a scheduled meeting. In her own cultural environment this will make no waves, for most of the others will be late too. Were she to turn up 30 minutes late in an alien culture, say Germany, she would deliver a culture shock of no mean proportions. Germans do not like to be kept waiting for 3 minutes, let alone 30. Immediate resistance and protest by the German leads to Italian defense (traffic jam, ill daughter, etc.) and eventually a defense of the Italian way of life: “Why are you Germans so obsessed about time? You are like clocks!” Such confrontation often leads to deadlock and even withdrawal from a project.


In a friendly culture (say the French), the criticism will be couched in cynicism but will be less final or damning: “Mon vieux, tu m’as volé une demie heure, tu sais!” “You stole half an hour of my time, old chap!” The Italian, sensitive to Latin objections, next time comes only 20 minutes late. The Frenchman, no great believer in punctuality himself, eventually settles for 15 minutes. The Italian concurs. This is Latin understanding.
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Figure 2.2 Paths for Core Beliefs



Who Is Normal, Anyway?


Most English people think they are normal and that all others (whom they call “foreigners”) are abnormal—that is to say, they might be all right, but they really cannot act and think like the English, because, after all, they are foreign. You only have to look at them, you’ll know what that means. . . .


Chauvinism


Americans think America is the biggest and the best, the newest and the richest, and all others are a bit slow, old-fashioned, rather poor and somewhat on the small side. They can’t call the British foreigners, so they call them limeys.


Spaniards think they are the bravest because they kill bulls, the French think they are intellectually superior to everybody else, the Japanese are quite sure they are superior to others, including the French. The Germans admit that they are not as big as the Americans, as agile as the Japanese, as eloquent as the French or as smooth as the British, but what really counts in life? Efficiency, punctuality, Gründlichkeit (“thoroughness”), method, consistency and organization, and who can match Germans on these counts?


There are few countries in the world where people do not believe, at the bottom of their hearts, that they are the best, or the most intelligent, or at least normal. Perhaps in Europe the Italians and the Finns are the most innocent in this regard, often being willing to criticize themselves before others, yet both still consider themselves normal.


Normal and Abnormal


If people from each culture consider themselves normal, then the corollary is that they consider everybody else abnormal. By this token Finns consider Italians overly emotional because they wave their arms while talking. The individualistic Spaniards consider the Swiss stuffy and excessively law-abiding. Lively Italians find Norwegians gloomy. French-influenced Vietnamese find Japanese impassive. Most South Americans find Argentineans conceited. Germans think Australians are undisciplined. Japanese see straight-talking Americans as rude.


We can achieve a good understanding of our foreign counterparts only if we realize that our “cultural spectacles” are coloring our view of them. What is the route to better understanding? To begin with, we need to examine the special features of our own culture.


Our second task, once we realize that we, too, are a trifle strange, is to understand the subjective nature of our ethnic or national values. While Scots see stubbornness largely as a positive trait, flexible Italians may see it as mainly intransigence, the diplomatic English, possibly a lack of artfulness or dexterity. We also make assumptions on the basis of our subjective view and, even worse, assumptions about other people’s assumptions. The Italian who assumes that French people feel intellectually superior also assumes that the French therefore think Italians are suitable mainly for manual labor when emigrating to France. Finns who judge Swedes as snobs also assume that Swedes stereotype Finns as rough and rustic. There may be a grain of truth in many of these judgments and assumptions of assumptions, but the danger involved in making them is only too obvious!



It Depends on Our Perception


Our perception of reality (what a word!) may be assisted if we can wear someone else’s shoes for a moment—if we can see how he or she views some issue in a way very different from how we see it. Let’s take, for example, the differing viewpoints of Finns and Spaniards on legality and illegality.


Both nationalities agree that trafficking in drugs is bad and that laws against drunken driving are socially beneficial and justified. When it comes to restrictive immigration laws, the Finns’ subjective view is that the fragile, delicately balanced national economy must be protected, while semiconsciously their instinct is to protect the purity of their race. Spaniards, born in a country where no one dares trace his or her ancestry further back than 1500, have a reflexive distaste for prohibitive immigration policies that hinder the free movement of Spaniards seeking better wages abroad. Such policies or laws they see as negative, or simply bad.


As a second example, a Finn consistently making expensive telephone calls for which she need not pay will ultimately fall victim to her own inherent sense of independence, not least because she is building up a debt to her friend in Finnish Telecom. The Spaniard, on the other hand, would phone Easter Island nightly (if he could get away with it) with great relish and unashamed glee.


It is by considering such matters that we realize that all that is legal is not necessarily good, and everything illegal is not necessarily bad. Swedes, Swiss and Germans do not make this discovery very easily. Americans, Belgians, Hungarians, Koreans and Australians can accept it without losing too much sleep. Latins, Arabs, Polynesians, Africans and Russians see it clearly from the beginning. A Sicilian friend of mine has not paid for a telephone call since 1948. His father owns a vineyard.


Recently I tested mature Finnish executives on cross-cultural seminars with the following exercise:





National Characteristics


heavy • humorous • excitable • laid back • risk taking • snobbish • serious • diplomatic • talkative • slow • opportunistic • weak-willed • humorless • honest • sly • emotional • reliable • true • money-minded • collective • wise • literal • open • shy • well-mannered • unreliable • direct • joking • sociable • hard working • conservative • individualistic • loud • ill-mannered • caring • extroverted • efficient • punctual • flexible • reserved • quick • polite • time-dominated • vague • boring • polished • strong-willed • old-fashioned


Study the characteristics above and select eight for each of the following nationalities: German, British, Italian, Finnish, Swedish and American





The Finns invariably select the following qualities to describe themselves:


honest, slow, reliable, true, shy, direct, reserved, punctual


Six of these characteristics are clearly positive; even shy and slow do not have negative connotations in Finnish ears.


Germans could be considered punctual, Swedes honest, Britons true and reliable, Americans direct, but the Finnish seminar participants had a natural tendency to paint a positive picture of themselves. Swedes, Germans and Britons, when tested in a similar manner, do the same, selecting positive adjectives to describe their own culture.


In another exercise, the same Finnish executives were asked to perform role plays in which Finnish, Russian, American and Polynesian characters were involved. The executives played the Finnish and Russian roles well but invariably exaggerated the traits of Americans and Polynesians, magnifying and distorting the brash and blustery nature of the former and the innocence and chatter of the latter. This illustrated the Finnish tendency to resort to stereotype categorizing when actual familiarity is lacking (Russian characteristics, on the other hand, are well known by Finns).


Stereotyping is dangerous, but generalizing is a fair guide at the national level. A particular Dane may resemble a certain Portuguese, but a Danish choir or soccer team is easily distinguishable from its Portuguese equivalent. Generalizing on national traits breaks down with individuals but stands firm with large numbers.


Our cultural spectacles, then, blur the vision of any nationals when they consider their foreign interlocutors. Figure 2.3 illustrates the barriers to communication Japanese reticence erects when faced with Latin exuberance, and Figure 2.4 shows the relative ease with which two Latin peoples can communicate with each other by virtue of wearing similar spectacles.


It is worth pointing out that the French and Italians do not like each other particularly, but they are both good communicators and there are no substantial barriers in the way of rapid and mutually intelligible discourse.
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Figure 2.3 Barriers to Communication: Japanese and Latins


If a Japanese person or anyone else takes off his or her national spectacles, the world is initially blurred and out of focus. Many other pairs of spectacles will have to be tried on before 20/20 vision is achieved. This is the process of developing intercultural sensitivity.
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Figure 2.4 Interaction among Latins: French and Italians








3 Categorizing Cultures



The several hundred national and regional cultures of the world can be roughly classified into three groups: task-oriented, highly organized planners (linear-active); people-oriented, loquacious interrelators (multi-active); and introverted, respect-oriented listeners (reactive). Italians see Germans as stiff and time-dominated; Germans see Italians gesticulating in chaos; the Japanese observe and quietly learn from both.



Cultural Categories at Cross-Century


In the early years of the twenty-first century, we have many nation–states and different cultures, but enduring misunderstandings arise principally when there is a clash of category rather than nationality. For example, Germany and the Netherlands experience national friction, but they understand and cooperate with each other because they are both linear-active. Friction between Korea and Japan occasionally borders on hatred, but their common reactive nature leads to blossoming bilateral trade.


Let us examine for a moment the number and variety of cultures as they now stand and consider how classification and adaptation might guide us toward better understanding.


There are over 200 recognized countries or nation-states in the world, and the number of cultures is considerably greater because of strong regional variations. For instance, marked differences in values and behavior are observable in the north and south of such countries as Italy, France and Germany, while other states are formed of groups with clearly different historical backgrounds (the United Kingdom with her Celtic and Saxon components, Fiji with her Polynesians and Indians, Russia with numerous subcultures such as Tatar, Finnic, Chechen, etc.).


In a world of rapidly globalizing business, Internet electronic proximity and politico-economic associations, the ability to interact successfully with foreign partners in the spheres of commercial activity, diplomatic intercourse and scientific interchange is seen as increasingly essential and desirable. Cross-cultural training followed by international experience goes a long way toward facilitating better relationships and reducing misunderstandings. Ideally, the trainee acquires deepening insights into the target (partner’s) culture and adopts a cultural stance towards the partner/colleague, designed (through adaptation) to fit in suitably with the attitudes of the other.


The question then arises as to how many adaptations or stances are required for effective international business relations. It is hardly likely that even the most informed and adaptable executive could envisage assuming 200 different personalities! Even handling the different national types on European Union (EU) committees and working groups has proved a daunting task for European delegates, not to mention the chairpersons.


Such chameleon-like behavior is out of the question and unattainable, but the question of adaptation remains nevertheless important. The reticent, factual Finn must grope toward a modus operandi with the loquacious, emotional Italian. Americans will turn over many more billions in trade if they learn to communicate effectively with the Japanese and Chinese.


Assuming a suitable cultural stance would be quickly simplified if there were fewer cultural types to familiarize oneself with, can we boil down 200 to 250 sets of behavior to 50 or 20 or 10 or half a dozen? Cross-culturalists have grappled with this problem over several decades. Some have looked at geographical divisions (north, south, east and west), but what is “Eastern” culture? And is it really unified? People can be classified according to their religion (Muslim, Christian, Hindu) or ethnic/racial origin (Caucasian, Asian, African, Polynesian, Indian, Eskimo, Arab), but such nomenclatures contain many inconsistencies—Christian Norwegians and Lebanese, Caucasian Scots and Georgians, Muslim Moroccans and Indonesians, and so on. Other classification attempts, such as professional, corporate or regional, have too many subcategories to be useful. Generational culture is important but ever changing. Political classification (Left, Right, Centrist) has many (changeable) hues, too.


Writers such as Geert Hofstede have sought dimensions to cover all cultures. His four dimensions included power distance, collectivism versus individualism, femininity versus masculinity and uncertainty avoidance. Later he added long-term versus short-term orientation. Edward T. Hall classified groups as mono-chronic or polychronic, high or low context and past- or future-oriented. Alfons Trompenaars’ dimensions categorized universalist versus particularist, individualist versus collectivist, specific versus diffuse, achievement versus ascription and neutral versus emotional or affective. The German sociologist Ferdinand Tönnies dwelt on Gemeinschaft versus Gesellschaft cultures. Florence Kluckholn saw five dimensions/attitudes to problems: time, Nature, nature of man, form of activity and relation to one’s cultural compatriots. Samuel Huntington drew fault lines between civilizations—West European, Islam, Hindu, Orthodox, Japanese, Sinic and African.


The need for a convincing categorization is obvious. It enables us to


[image: Image] predict a culture’s behavior,
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Linear-Active and Multi-Active Cultures


Sven Svensson is a Swedish businessman living in Lisbon. A few weeks ago he was invited by a Portuguese acquaintance, Antonio, to play tennis at 10:00 A.M. Sven turned up at the tennis court on time, in tennis gear and ready to play.


Antonio arrived half an hour late, in the company of a friend, Carlos, from whom he was buying some land. They had been discussing the purchase that morning and had prolonged the discussion, so Antonio had brought Carlos along in order to finalize the details during the journey. They continued the business while Antonio changed into his tennis clothes, with Sven listening to all they said. At 10:45 they got on the court, and Antonio continued the discussion with Carlos while hitting practice balls with Sven.


At this point another acquaintance of Antonio’s, Pedro, arrived to confirm a sailing date with Antonio for the weekend. Antonio asked Sven to excuse him for a moment and walked off the court to talk to Pedro. After chatting with Pedro for five minutes, Antonio resumed his conversation with the waiting Carlos and eventually turned back to the waiting Sven to begin playing tennis at 11:00. When Sven remarked that the court had only been booked from 10:00 to 11:00, Antonio reassured him that he had phoned in advance to rebook it until noon. No problem.


It will probably come as no surprise to you to hear that Sven was very unhappy about the course of events. Why? He and Antonio live in two different worlds or, to put it more exactly, use two different time systems. Sven, as a good Swede, belongs to a culture which uses linear-active time—that is, he does one thing at a time in the sequence he has written down in his date book. His schedule that day said 8:00 A.M. get up, 9:00 breakfast, 9:15 change into tennis clothes, 9:30 drive to the tennis court, 10:00–11:00 play tennis, 11:00–11:30 beer and shower, 12:15 lunch, 2:00 P.M. go to the office, and so on.


Antonio, who had seemed to synchronize with him for tennis from 10:00 to 11:00, had disorganized Sven’s day. Portuguese like Antonio follow a multi-active time system, that is, they do many things at once, often in an unplanned order.


Multi-active cultures are very flexible. If Pedro interrupted Carlos’ conversation, which was already in the process of interrupting Sven’s tennis, this was quite normal and acceptable in Portugal. It is not acceptable in Sweden, nor is it in Germany or Britain.


Linear-active people, like Swedes, Swiss, Dutch and Germans, do one thing at a time, concentrate hard on that thing and do it within a scheduled time period. These people think that in this way they are more efficient and get more done. Multi-active people think they get more done their way.


Let us look again at Sven and Antonio. If Sven had not been disorganized by Antonio, he would undoubtedly have played tennis, eaten at the right time and done some business. But Antonio had had breakfast, bought some land, played tennis and confirmed his sailing plans, all by lunchtime. He had even managed to rearrange the tennis booking. Sven could never live like this, but Antonio does, all the time.


Multi-active people are not very interested in schedules or punctuality. They pretend to observe them, especially if a linear-active partner insists. They consider reality to be more important than man-made appointments. Reality for Antonio that morning was that his talk with Carlos about land was unfinished. Multi-active people do not like to leave conversations unfinished. For them, completing a human transaction is the best way they can invest their time. So he took Carlos to the tennis court and finished buying the land while hitting balls. Pedro further delayed the tennis, but Antonio would not abandon the match with Sven. That was another human transaction he wished to complete. So they would play till 12:00 or 12:30 if necessary. But what about Sven’s lunch at 12:15? Not important, says Antonio. It’s only 12:15 because that’s what Sven wrote in his date book.


A friend of mine, a BBC producer, often used to visit Europe to visit BBC agents. He never failed to get through his appointments in Denmark and Germany, but he always had trouble in Greece. The Greek agent was a popular man in Athens and had to see so many people each day that he invariably ran overtime. So my friend usually missed his appointment or waited three or four hours for the agent to turn up. Finally, after several trips, the producer adapted to the multi-active culture. He simply went to the Greek agent’s secretary in late morning and asked for the agent’s schedule for the day. As the Greek conducted most of his meetings in hotel rooms or bars, the BBC producer would wait in the hotel lobby and catch him rushing from one appointment to the next. The multiactive Greek, happy to see him, would not hesitate to spend half an hour with him and thus make himself late for his next appointment.


When people from a linear-active culture work together with people from a multi-active culture, irritation results on both sides. Unless one party adapts to the other—and they rarely do—constant crises will occur. “Why don’t the Mexicans arrive on time?” ask the Germans. “Why don’t they work to deadlines? Why don’t they follow a plan?” The Mexicans, on the other hand, ask, “Why keep to the plan when circumstances have changed? Why keep to a deadline if we rush production and lose quality? Why try to sell this amount to that customer if we know they aren’t ready to buy yet?”


Recently I visited a wonderful aviary in South Africa where exotic birds of all kinds were kept in a series of 100 large cages, to which the visiting public had direct access. There was plenty of room for the birds to fly around and it was quite exciting for us to be in the cage with them. You proceeded, at your leisure, from cage to cage, making sure all the doors were closed carefully.


Two small groups of tourists—one consisting of four Germans and the other of three French people—were visiting the aviary at the same time as we were. The Germans had made their calculations, obviously having decided to devote 100 minutes to the visit; consequently they spent one minute in each cage. One German read the captions, one took photographs, one videoed and one opened and closed doors. I followed happily in their wake. The three French people began their tour a few minutes later than the Germans but soon caught up with them as they galloped through the cages containing smaller birds. As the French were also taking pictures, they rather spoiled cage 10 for the Germans, as they made a lot of noise and generally got in the way. The Germans were relieved when the French rushed on ahead toward the more exciting cages.


The steady German progress continued through cages 11 to 15. Cage 16 contained the owls (most interesting). There we found our French friends again, who had occupied the cage for five minutes. They filmed the owls from every angle while the Germans waited their turn. When the French eventually rushed out, the Germans were five minutes behind schedule. Later on, the French stayed so long with the eagles in cage 62 that the Germans had to bypass them and come back to see the eagles later. They were furious at this forced departure from their linear progression, and eventually finished their visit half an hour late. By then the French had departed, having seen all they were interested in.


A study of attitudes toward time in a Swiss–Italian venture showed that, after some initial quarreling, each side learned something from the other. The Italians finally admitted that adherence at least in theory to schedules, production deadlines and budgets enabled them to clarify their goals and check on performances and efficiency. The Swiss, on the other hand, found that the more flexible Italian attitude allowed them to modify the timetable in reaction to unexpected developments in the market, to spot deficiencies in the planning that had not been evident earlier, and to make vital last-minute improvements with the extra time.


Germans, like the Swiss, are very high on the linear-active scale, since they attach great importance to analyzing a project, compartmentalizing it, tackling each problem one at a time in a linear fashion, concentrating on each segment and thereby achieving a near-perfect result. They are uneasy with people who do not work in this manner, such as Arabs and those from many Mediterranean cultures.


Americans are also very linear-active, but there are some differences in attitude. As Americans live very much in the present and race toward the near future, they sometimes push Germans into action before the latter want to act. Germans are very conscious of their history and their past and will often wish to explain a lot of background to American partners to put present actions in context. This often irritates Americans who want to “get on with it.”


Figure 3.1 gives a suggested ranking on the linear/multi-active scale, showing some rather surprising regional variations. German and other European influences in Chile have caused Chileans to be less multi-active than, for instance, Brazilians or Argentineans. The differences in behavior between northern and southern Italians are well documented. Australians, with a large number of Southern European immigrants, are becoming less linear-active and more extroverted than most northern peoples.


Figure 3.2 lists the most common traits of linear-active, multi-active and reactive cultures.



Reactive Cultures


Japan belongs to the group of reactive, or listening, cultures, the members of which rarely initiate action or discussion, preferring to listen to and establish the other’s position first, then react to it and formulate their own.





1. Germans, Swiss


2. Americans (WASPs)*


3. Scandinavians, Austrians


4. British, Canadians, New Zealanders


5. Australians, South Africans


6. Japanese


7. Dutch, Belgians


8. American subcultures (e.g., Jewish, Italian, Polish)


9. French, Belgians (Walloons)


10. Czechs, Slovenians, Croats, Hungarians


11. Northern Italians (Milan, Turin, Genoa)


12. Chileans


13. Russians, other Slavs


14. Portuguese


15. Polynesians


16. Spanish, Southern Italians, Mediterranean peoples


17. Indians, Pakistanis, etc.


18. Latin Americans, Arabs, Africans


*White Anglo-Saxon Protestants





Figure 3.1 Linear-Active/Multi-Active Scale
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Figure 3.2 Common Traits of Linear-Active, Multi-Active, and Reactive Categories


Reactive cultures are also found in China, Taiwan, Singapore, Korea, Turkey and Finland. Several other East Asian countries, although occasionally multiactive and excitable, have certain reactive characteristics. In Europe, only Finns are strongly reactive, but Britons, Turks and Swedes fall easily into “listening mode” on occasion.


Reactive cultures listen before they leap. Reactive cultures are the world’s best listeners in as much as they concentrate on what the speaker is saying, do not let their minds wander (difficult for Latins) and rarely, if ever, interrupt a speaker while the discourse or presentation is on-going. When it is finished, they do not reply immediately. A decent period of silence after the speaker has stopped shows respect for the weight of the remarks, which must be considered unhurriedly and with due deference.


Even when representatives of a reactive culture begin their reply, they are unlikely to voice any strong opinion immediately. A more probable tactic is to ask further questions on what has been said in order to clarify the speaker’s intent and aspirations. Japanese, particularly, go over each point many times in detail to make sure there are no misunderstandings. Finns, although blunt and direct in the end, shy away from confrontation as long as they can, trying to formulate an approach that suits the other party. The Chinese take their time to assemble a variety of strategies that will avoid discord with the initial proposal.


Reactives are introverted; they distrust a surfeit of words and consequently are adept at nonverbal communication. This is achieved by subtle body language, worlds apart from the excitable gestures of Latins and Africans. Linear-active people find reactive tactics hard to fathom because they do not slot into the linear system (question/reply, cause/effect). Multi-active people, used to extroverted behavior, find them inscrutable—giving little or no feedback. The Finns are the best example of this behavior, reacting even less than the Japanese, who at least pretend to be pleased.


In reactive cultures the preferred mode of communication is monologue—pause—reflection—monologue. If possible, one lets the other side deliver its monologue first. In linear-active and multi-active cultures, the communication mode is a dialogue. One interrupts the other’s monologue with frequent comments, even questions, which signify polite interest in what is being said. As soon as one person stops speaking, the other takes up his or her turn immediately, since the Westerner has an extremely weak tolerance for silence.


People belonging to reactive cultures not only tolerate silences well but regard them as a very meaningful, almost refined, part of discourse. The opinions of the other party are not to be taken lightly or dismissed with a snappy or flippant retort. Clever, well-formulated arguments require—deserve—lengthy silent consideration. The American, having delivered a sales pitch in Helsinki, leans forward and asks, “Well, Pekka, what do you think?” If you ask Finns what they think, they begin to think. Finns, like Asians, think in silence. An American asked the same question might well pipe up and exclaim, “I’ll tell you what I think!”—allowing no pause to punctuate the proceedings or interfere with Western momentum. Asian momentum takes much longer to achieve. One can compare reactions to shifting the gears of a car, where multi-active people go immediately into first gear, which enables them to put their foot down to accelerate (the discussion) and to pass quickly through second and third gears as the argument intensifies. Reactive cultures prefer to avoid crashing through the gearbox. Too many revs might cause damage to the engine (discussion). The big wheel turns slower at first and the foot is put down gently. But when momentum is finally achieved, it is likely to be maintained and, moreover, it tends to be in the right direction.


The reactive “reply-monologue” will accordingly be context centered and will presume a considerable amount of knowledge on the part of the listener (who, after all, probably spoke first). Because the listener is presumed to be knowledgeable, Japanese, Chinese and Finns will often be satisfied with expressing their thoughts in half-utterances, indicating that the listener can fill in the rest. It is a kind of compliment one pays one’s interlocutor. At such times multi-active, dialogue-oriented people are more receptive than linear-oriented people, who thrive on clearly expressed linear argument.


Reactive cultures not only rely on utterances and semi-statements to further the conversation, but they indulge in other Eastern habits that confuse the Westerner. They are, for instance, “roundabout,” using impersonal pronouns (“one is leaving”) or the passive voice (“one of the machines seems to have been tampered with”), either to deflect blame or with the general aim of politeness.


As reactive cultures tend to use names less frequently than Westerners, the impersonal, vague nature of the discussion is further accentuated. Lack of eye contact, so typical of the East, does not help the situation. The Japanese, evading the Spaniard’s earnest stare, makes the latter feel that they are being boring or saying something distasteful. Asian inscrutability (often appearing on a Finn’s face as a sullen expression) adds to the feeling that the discussion is leading nowhere. Finns and Japanese, embarrassed by another’s stare, seek eye contact only at the beginning of the discussion or when they wish their opponent to take their “turn” in the conversation.


Japanese delegations in opposition with each other are often quite happy to sit in a line on one side of the table and contemplate a neutral spot on the wall facing them as they converse sporadically or muse in joint silence. The occasional sidelong glance will be used to seek confirmation of a point made. Then it’s back to studying the wall again.


Small talk does not come easily to reactive cultures. While Japanese and Chinese trot out well-tried formalisms to indicate courtesy, they tend to regard questions such as “Well, how goes it?” as direct questions and may take the opportunity to voice a complaint. On other occasions their overlong pauses or slow reactions cause Westerners to think they are slow witted or have nothing to say. Turks, in discussion with Germans in Berlin, complained that they never got the chance to present their views fully, while the Germans, for their part, thought the Turks had nothing to say. A high-ranking delegation from the Bank of Finland once told me that, for the same reason, their group found it hard to get a word in at international meetings. “How can we make an impact?” they asked. The Japanese suffer more than any other people in this type of gathering.


The Westerner should always bear in mind that the actual content of the response delivered by a person from a reactive culture represents only a small part of the significance surrounding the event. Context-centered utterances inevitably attach more importance not to what is said, but how it is said, who said it and what is behind what is said. Also, what is not said may be the main point of the reply.


Self-disparagement is another favorite tactic of reactive cultures. It eliminates the possibility of offending through self-esteem; it may draw the opponent into praising the Asian’s conduct or decisions. The Westerner must beware of presuming that self-disparagement is connected with a weak position.


Finally, reactive cultures excel in subtle, nonverbal communication, which compensates for the absence of frequent interjections. Finns, Japanese and Chinese alike are noted for their sighs, almost inaudible groans and agreeable grunts. A sudden intake of breath in Finland indicates agreement, not shock, as it would in the case of a Latin. The “oh,” “ha” or “e” of the Japanese is a far surer indication of concurrence than the fixed smile they often assume.


Reactive people have large reserves of energy. They are economical in movement and effort and do not waste time reinventing the wheel. Although they always give the impression of having power in reserve, they are seldom aggressive and rarely aspire to leadership (in the case of Japan, this is somewhat surprising in view of her economic might). France, Britain, and the USA, on the other hand, have not hesitated to seize world leadership in periods of economic or military dominance.
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Figure 3.3 Ranking of Countries on the Reactive Scale


Figure 3.3 gives a suggested ranking of countries on the reactive scale, from strongly reactive to occasionally reactive.



Intercategory Comparisons


Common linear-active behavior will facilitate smooth relations between, for instance, Swedes and Flemish Belgians. A common multi-active mentality will help contacts between Italians and Argentineans or Brazilians. In the Vietnam War, the most popular foreign troops with the South Vietnamese were reactive Koreans. There are naturally underlying similarities between members belonging to the same cultural category.


When members of different cultural categories begin to interact, the differences far outnumber the commonalities (see Figure 3.4).


Figures 3.5 to 3.7 illustrate intercategory relationships. When you look carefully at these diagrams, you can see that commonalities exist between all types, but tend to be thin on the ground between linear-actives and multi-actives. Reactives fit better with the other two, because they react rather than initiate. Consequently the trade-hungry Japanese settle comfortably in conservative, orderly Britain, but also have reasonably few problems adapting to excitable Latins on account of their similar views on people orientation, diplomatic communication and power distance.
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Figure 3.4 Levels of Difficulty in LMR Interactions
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Figure 3.5 Linear-Active/Multi-Active Horizons
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Figure 3.6 Linear-Active/Reactive Horizons
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Figure 3.7 Multi-Active/Reactive Horizons


The entirely disparate worldviews of linear-active and multi-active people pose a problem of great magnitude in the early years of a new century of international trade and aspiring globalization. Can the pedantic, linear German and the voluble, exuberant Brazilian really share a “globalized” view of, for instance, duty, commitments or personnel policies? How do the French reconcile their sense of intellectual superiority with cold Swedish logic or American bottom-line successes? Will Anglo-Saxon hiring and firing procedures ever gain acceptability in people-orientated, multi-active Spain, Portugal or Argentina? When will product-oriented Americans, Britons and Germans come to the realization that products make their own way only in linear-active societies and that relationships pave the way for product penetration in multi-active cultures? One can well say, “Let’s concentrate on selling to the 600 million linear-active customers in the world,” but what about multi-active and reactive customers? The fact is, there are a lot of them: three and a half billion multi-active and just under two billion reactive at the last count. Figure 3.8 shows approximate numbers in each category for the year 2005.
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Figure 3.8 Cultural Category Statistics for 2005


Figure 3.9 is a diagrammatic disposition of linear-active, multi-active and reactive variations among major cultures, based on decades-long observation and thousands of assessments of cultural profiles with respondents of 68 nationalities. The diagram, which is repeated in color on the back cover, is not drawn to scale as far as the cultural distance between each nationality is concerned. What it does indicate is the relative positioning of each culture in terms of its linear-active, multi-active or reactive nature. Thus the juxtaposition of Russia and Italy on the left side indicates they are linear-active/multi-active to a similar degree. It does not impute other cultural resemblances (core beliefs, religion, taboos, etc.). Spaniards and Arabs, though strikingly different in ideological and theological convictions, are able to benefit from their similar multi-active nature in communicating in an intensely personal and often compassionate manner. A Norwegian, though, is not on the same wavelength with either. As mentioned earlier, a senior multi-active Indian was able to combine his characteristics of warmth and people orientation to achieve success in managing the entire South American division of his company.


[image: Image]


Figure 3.9 Cultural Types Model


I developed the LMR (linear/multi/reactive) method of testing so that individuals can determine their own cultural profiles. This classification or categorization of cultural groups is straightforward when compared with the somewhat diffuse instruments of the other cross-culturalists, and it has consequently proven comprehensible and user-friendly to students in hundreds of universities, schools of business and multinationals in industry, banking and commerce. It has also proven valuable to European government ministries that have the task of training personnel to interact on EU committees. As the assessment can be completed in 60–90 minutes on the Internet, it has enabled multinationals with staff scattered over several dozen countries to collect and collate profiles electronically. This gives them an insight as to which cultural areas of the world might prove appropriate for certain managers and employees. A senior British manager, for example, was determined to take over his company’s large Chinese market, but because he tested completely linear-active, the human resources department firmly steered him to a five-year stint in the Nordic division, where he excelled and made profits. In China he would have had to undergo a lengthy period of cultural adaptation.


In the majority of cases, the LMR Personal Cultural Profile assessment points the respondent toward a sympathetic relationship with a particular cultural group. A very linear person will find comfort in the orderliness and precision of Germans and Swiss. A multi-active, emotional person will not offend Italians or Latin Americans with his or her extroversion. A good listener, calm and nonconfrontational, will be appreciated and probably liked by the Japanese and Chinese.


Yet none of us is an island unto ourselves. Both personality and context will make us hybrid to some extent. Personal traits can occasionally contradict the national norm. A compassionate German may occasionally forsake his love of truth and directness in order to avoid giving offense. An introverted Finn may be subject to bursts of imagination. Some Americans may have a cautious streak.



Fine-Tuning Categorization


As well as the personal or psychological traits of an individual, the context within which he or she operates is an important factor in fine-tuning categorization. Situational context is infinite in its variations, but three ingredients stand out: age, profession and field of study. Age is, of course, a well-recognized “layer of culture”—attitudes about society, authority, law and freedom are often generational. Younger people test strongly linear-active or multi-active according to their culture, but both groups become more reactive as they get older.


A person’s profession is also an influential factor. Linear-active people often wind up as engineers, accountants and technologists, and the exercise of their profession reinforces their linearity. Teachers, artists and sales and marketing staff lean toward multi-active options, where flexibility and feelings before facts fit their chosen type of work. Doctors and lawyers either need to be reactive by nature or develop reactive skills in order to listen carefully to their clients’ plights. Human resource managers tend to be more hybrid, as they seek and promote diversity in a firm’s human and cultural capital. Successful managers are also generally hybrid, with evenly balanced LMR scores. Skilled senior managers are usually more multi-active than the norm, especially in cultures where linearity is the norm.


[image: Image]


Figure 3.10 The Fourth Dimension


Cultural profiles reveal many poor fits in people’s chosen careers. Accountants testing strongly as multi-active are often unhappy in their jobs. Linear scientists sent out to “sell” their company’s products have met with spectacular failures.


One’s field of study also influences his or her cultural profile. Assessments carried out with respondents in Western MBA degree programs show a high score for linearity, especially those from reactive cultures. Japanese students in such programs go for linear options that seem appropriate in the earnestly efficient MBA environment. Tested at home in Japan, however, their reactive score would be much higher.
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Figure 3.11 Mindset Tug-of-War


Multi-actives are less “obedient” to Western-style MBA doctrines, but they will still test higher on the linear scale than they would in their home countries. Students of mathematics find it hard to ignore the linear options, and students of literature find that multi-active choices reflect more adequately the richness and poetic side of human nature. Those studying medicine, law or history have everything to gain by developing their own ability to react to suffering, legal predicaments and the enigma of history itself. Someone studying politics and championing human rights would be obliged to consider most multi-active solutions.


Such contextual considerations play an important role in fine-tuning cultural profiles. Yet they have limitations. One or two thousand years of cultural conditioning lend great momentum to an individual’s core beliefs and manner of expressing them. Ideally, cultural assessments like the Personal Cultural Profile should be carried out in one’s home environment, where natural reactions emerge from the ambience of close social bonds and where instinct prevails.



Moving along the LMR Planes


Let’s begin our discussion near the end of the multi-active point, where we encounter populations whose characteristics, though differing significantly in terms of historical background, religion and basic mindset, resemble each other considerably in the shape of outstanding traits, needs and aspirations (refer to Figure 3.9, page 42, throughout this section). For example, Latin Americans, Arabs, and Africans are multi-active in the extreme. They are excitable, emotional, very human, mostly nonaffluent and often suffer from previous economic exploitation or cultural larceny. Turkey and Iran, with more Eastern culture intact, are furthest from the multi-active point.


To switch our commentary to Northern European cultures, and proceeding along the linear-active/reactive axis, let’s consider three decidedly linear countries that exhibit reactive tendencies (when compared with the Germans and Swiss): Britain, Sweden and Finland. British individuals often seek agreement among colleagues (a reactive trait) before taking decisive action. Swedes are even further along the reactive line, seeking unanimity if possible. The Finns, however, are the most reactive of Europeans in that their firm decision-making stance is strongly offset by their soft, diffident, Asian communication style (plenty of silence) and their uncanny ability to listen at great length without interrupting.


The linear-active/multi-active axis is fairly straightforward. The United States, Norway and the Netherlands plan their lives along agenda-like lines. Australia has multi-active flashes due to substantial immigration from Italy, Greece and former Yugoslavia. Danes, though linear, are often referred to as the “Nordic Latins.” France is the most linear of the Latins, Italy and Spain the least. Russia, with its Slavic soul, classifies as a loquacious multi-active, but it slots in a little higher on the linear-active side on account of its many millions living in severely cold environments.


Belgium, India and Canada occupy median positions on their respective axes. These positions can be seen as positive and productive. Belgium runs a highly prosperous and democratic economy by maintaining a successful compromise between linear-active (Flemish) and multi-active (Walloon) administrations. Canada, because of massive immigration and intelligent government cultural care, is the most multicultural country in the world. Indians, though natural orators and communicators, have combined these natural skills and warmth with Eastern wisdom and courtesy. On top of that they have inherited a considerable number of British institutions, which enables them to relate to the West as well.


The early years of the twenty-first century find some degree of blending of cultural categories—in other words, movement along the linear-active/multiactive/reactive planes. Globalization, especially in business, has been one of the major forces behind this phenomenon. Nowhere is this trend more visible than along the linear-active/reactive plane. The successful Japanese, for instance, with their logical manufacturing processes and considerable financial acumen, are becoming more amenable to Western linear thinking. Hong Kong was created to make money, a very linear and countable commodity, while Lee Kuan Yew’s brilliant economic management of Singapore—the result of combining his innate Confucianism with his degree from Cambridge—pushed that tiny island city–state to the very borders of linear-activity, in spite of its 72 percent Chinese majority population.


Other East Asian reactive nations tend to temper their inherent reactivity by occasionally wandering along the reactive/multi-active plane. The Chinese are less interested in Western linear thinking and logic (“there is no absolute truth”) than in gut feelings and their periodic, highly emotional assertion of their inalienable rights and dominance based on a culture that is over 5,000 years old. They have no interest whatsoever in Western logic as applied to Tibet, Taiwan or human rights. Koreans, while extremely correct in their surface courtesy, actually suppress seething multi-active emotion, even tendencies toward violence, more than any other Asians. They frequently demonstrate explosive rage or unreliability vis-à-vis foreign partners or among themselves. Further along this plane, Indonesians and Filipinos, after many centuries of colonization, have developed into cultural hybrids, sometimes opposing, sometimes endorsing the policies and cultural styles of their former colonizers.


Individuals from certain nationalities sharing characteristics from two categories may find areas of cooperation or common conduct. Those close to the linear-active/reactive axis are likely to be strong, silent types who can work together calmly and tend to shun multi-active extroversion and loquacity. Those close to the multi-active/reactive axis will, in spite of visible differences, attach great importance to relationships and circumvent official channels by using personal contacts or networks. People close to the linear-active/multi-active axis, though opposites in many ways, are inevitably broad-minded on account of their range of traits and are likely to be forceful and persistent in their actions.


Individuals whose cultural profiles wander away from the axes and who occupy a central location inside the triangle may possess qualities that enable them to be efficient mediators or international team leaders.



Data-Oriented, Dialogue-Oriented and Listening Cultures


Interaction among different peoples involves not only methods of communication but also the process of gathering information. This brings us to the question of dialogue-oriented and data-oriented cultures. In data-oriented cultures, one does research to produce lots of information that is then acted on. Swedes, Germans, Americans, Swiss and Northern Europeans in general love to gather solid information and move steadily forward from this database. The communications and information revolution is a dream come true for data-oriented cultures. It provides them quickly and efficiently with what dialogue-oriented cultures already know.


Which are the dialogue-orientated cultures? Examples are the Italians and other Latins, Arabs and Indians. These people see events and business possibilities “in context” because they already possess an enormous amount of information through their own personal information network (refer to Chapter 9, pages 141–175, for a complete explanation of “context”). Arabs and Portuguese will be well informed about the facts surrounding a deal since they will already have queried, discussed and gossiped in their circle of friends, business acquaintances and extensive family connections. The Japanese (basically listeners) may be even better informed, since the very nature of Japan’s “web” society involves them in an incredibly intricate information network operational during schooldays, college, university, Judo and karate clubs, student societies, developed intelligence systems and family and political connections.


People from dialogue-oriented cultures like the French and Spanish tend to get impatient when Americans or Swiss feed them with facts and figures that are accurate but, in their opinion, only a part of the big human picture. A French businessperson would consider that an American sales forecast in France is of little meaning unless there is time to develop the correct relationship with the customer on whom the success of the business depends. It is quite normal in dialogue-oriented cultures for managers to take customers and colleagues with them when they leave a job. They have developed their relationships.


There is a strong correlation between dialogue-oriented and multi-active people. Antonio (introduced earlier) does ten things at once and is therefore in continuous contact with humans. He obtains from these people an enormous amount of information—far more than Americans or Germans will gather by spending a large part of the day in a private office, door closed, looking at the computer screen.


Multi-active people are knee-deep in information. They know so much that the very brevity of an agenda makes it useless to them. At meetings they tend to ignore agendas or speak out of turn. How can you forecast a conversation? Discussion of one item could make another meaningless. How can you deal with feedback in advance? How can an agenda solve deadlock? Dialogue-oriented people wish to use their personal relations to solve the problem from the human angle. Once this is mentally achieved, then appointments, schedules, agendas, even meetings become superfluous.


If these remarks seem to indicate that dialogue-oriented people, relying on only word of mouth, suffer from serious disadvantages and drawbacks, it should be emphasized that it is very difficult to change from one system to the other. It is hard to imagine a Neapolitan company organizing its business along American lines with five-year rolling forecasts, quarterly reporting, six-month audits and twice-yearly performance appraisals. It is equally hard to imagine Germans introducing a new product in a strange country without first doing a market survey.


Most of the successful economies, with the striking exception of Japan, are in data-oriented cultures. Japan, although dialogue-oriented, also uses a large amount of printed information. Moreover, productivity also depends on other significant factors, particularly climate, so that information systems, while important, are not the whole story of efficiency and its logic. One might summarize by saying that a compromise between data-oriented and dialogue-oriented systems would probably lead to good results, but there are no clear examples of this having happened consistently in modern international business communities.


Figure 3.12 gives a suggested ranking for dialogue-oriented and data-oriented cultures. Figures 3.13, 3.14, and 3.15 illustrate the relatively few sources of information that data-oriented cultures draw on. The more developed the society, the more we tend to turn to printed sources and databases to obtain our facts. The information revolution has accentuated this trend and Germany, along with the United States, Britain and Scandinavia, is well to the fore. Yet printed information and databases are almost necessarily out of date (as anyone who has purchased mailing lists has found out to their cost). Last night’s whispers in a Madrid bar or café are hot off the press—Pedro was in Oslo last week and talked to Olav till two in the morning. Few data-oriented people will dig for information and then spread it in this way, although Germans do not fare badly once they get out of their cloistered offices. Northerners’ lack of gregariousness again proves a hindrance. By upbringing they are taught not to pry—inquisitiveness gains no points in their society—and gossip is even worse. What their database cannot tell them they try to find out through official channels: embassies, chambers of commerce, circulated information sheets, perhaps hints provided by friendly companies with experience in the country in question. In business, especially when negotiating, information is power. Sweden, Norway, Australia, New Zealand and several other data-oriented cultures will have to expand and intensify their intelligence-gathering networks in the future if they are to compete with information-hot France, Japan, Italy, Korea, Taiwan and Singapore. It may well be that the EU itself will develop into a hothouse exchange of business information to compete with the Japanese network.
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Figure 3.12 Dialogue-Oriented, Data-Oriented Cultures
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Figure 3.13 Information Sources: Data-Oriented Cultures
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Figure 3.14 Information Sources: Dialogue-Oriented Cultures


Listening cultures, reactive in nature, combine deference to database and print information (Japan, Finland, Singapore and Taiwan are high tech) with a natural tendency to listen well and enter into sympathetic dialogue. Japanese and Chinese will entertain the prospect of very lengthy discourse in order to attain ultimate harmony. In this respect, they are as people oriented as the Latins. The Finns, inevitably more brief, nevertheless base their dialogue on careful consideration of the wishes of the other party. They rarely employ “steamrollering” tactics frequently observable in American, German and French debate. Monologues are unknown in Finland, unless practiced by the other party.
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Figure 3.15 Information Sources: Listening Cultures (Japan)


Listening cultures believe they have the right attitude toward information gathering. They do not precipitate improvident action, they allow ideas to mature and they are ultimately accommodating in their decisions. The success of Japan and the four Asian tigers—South Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong and Singapore—as well as Finland’s prosperity, all bear witness to the resilience of the listening cultures.





4 The Use of Time



The worldviews held by different cultures vary widely, as do a multiplicity of concepts that constitute and represent a kaleidoscopic outlook on the nature of reality. Some of these concepts—fatalism, work ethic, reincarnation, Confucianism, Weltschmerz and so on—are readily identifiable within specific groups, societies or nations. Other concepts—central and vital to human experience—are essentially universal, but notions of their nature and essence are strikingly different, such as space and time.


Time, particularly, is seen in a different light by Eastern and Western cultures, and even within these groupings assumes quite dissimilar aspects from country to country. In the Western Hemisphere, the United States and Mexico employ time in such diametrically opposing manners that it causes intense friction between the two peoples. In Western Europe, the Swiss attitude to time bears little relation to that of neighboring Italy. Thais do not evaluate the passing of time in the same way that the Japanese do. In Britain the future stretches out in front of you. In Madagascar it flows into the back of your head from behind.



Linear Time


Let us begin with the American concept of time, for theirs is the most expensive, as anyone who has had to deal with American doctors, dentists or lawyers will tell you.


For an American, time is truly money. In a profit-oriented society, time is a precious, even scarce, commodity. It flows fast, like a mountain river in the spring, and if you want to benefit from its passing, you have to move fast with it. Americans are people of action; they cannot bear to be idle. The past is over, but the present you can seize, parcel and package and make it work for you in the immediate future. Figure 4.1 illustrates how Americans view time and Figure 4.2 shows how they use it.
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Figure 4.1 American Flow of Time
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Figure 4.2 Carving Up American Time


In the U.S. you have to make money, otherwise you are nobody. If you have 40 years of earning capacity and you want to make $4 million, that means $100,000 per annum. If you can achieve this in 250 working days, that comes to $400 a day or $50 an hour. With this orientation Americans can say that their time costs $50 an hour. Americans also talk about wasting, spending, budgeting and saving time.


This seems logical enough, until one begins to apply the idea to other cultures. Has the Portuguese fisherman, who failed to hook a fish in two hours, wasted his time? Has the Sicilian priest, failing to make a convert on Thursday, lost ground? Have the German composer, the French poet, the Spanish painter, devoid of ideas last week, missed opportunities that can be qualified in monetary terms?


The Americans are not the only ones who sanctify timekeeping, for it is practically a religion in Switzerland and Germany, too. These countries, along with Britain, the Anglo-Saxon world in general, the Netherlands, Austria and Scandinavia, have a linear vision of time and action. They suspect, like the Americans, that time is passing (being wasted) without decisions being made or actions being performed. These groups are also monochronic; that is, they prefer to do only one thing at a time, to concentrate on it and do it within a fixed schedule. They think that in this way they get more things done—and more efficiently. Furthermore, being imbued with the Protestant work ethic, they equate working time with success: the harder you work—the more hours, that is—the more successful you will be and the more money you will make. This idea makes perfect sense to American ears, would carry less weight in class-conscious Britain, and would be viewed as entirely unrealistic in Southern European countries, where authority, privilege and birthright negate the theory at every turn. In a society such as existed in the Soviet Union, one could postulate that those who achieved substantial remuneration by working little (or not at all) were the most successful of all.
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