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iPraise for BUSINESS BEYOND BORDERS





“Reviewing Dean Foster’s Business Beyond Borders: Stories, Tales, and Lessons Learned from Working in 100 Cultures Around the World was more than just reading a book—as I went from chapter to chapter I was engrossed with (Foster’s) stories and insights. Foster’s work goes far beyond academic theory. He begins each chapter as one might begin a real-life interaction abroad—over a meal or a casual social event—and from there, he draws out the deeper cultural dynamics that often go unnoticed… that can unlock the mindset of an entire culture. Foster gives us the tools to see beneath the surface and engage with authenticity, intention, and strategic purpose. I consider this book an indispensable resource for leaders, professionals, and aspiring entrepreneurs operating on the global stage. In fact, I wouldn’t send an individual to work internationally without ensuring they first absorb this kind of cross-cultural knowledge. When conducting career planning, executive coaching, or succession planning, I consider Foster’s insights as a vital component of helping others elevate their leadership capacity.”


—Philip Berry, former Vice President, Global Human Resources, Colgate-Palmolive; Chief Human Resource Officer of the Clinton Foundation


ii“Through engaging and powerful personal stories, collected from decades of global experience, Foster explains how deeply ingrained cultural differences can derail any deal… and offers detailed, practical advice to avoid those mishaps. From getting birdcages through Chinese customs, to cheering on an interpreter delivering a ‘creative’ translation of a joke, Dean Foster shares his decades of experiences managing cultural differences. Each story in Business Beyond Borders: Stories, Tales, and Lessons Learned from Working in 100 Cultures Around the World—sometimes amusing, sometimes poignant, always engaging—leads to important lessons learned and pragmatic advice we can all use. Foster’s curiosity, humility, humanity, passion, and patience will surely lead not only to more successful business transactions, but also to making the world a better place.”


—Gail Abbott Zimmerman, Senior Producer, CBS News “48 Hours”


“Dean Foster writes that ‘when culture is all around us, it’s sometimes hard to see it’. His intriguing new book Business Beyond Borders: Stories, Tales, and Lessons Learned from Working in 100 Cultures Around the World gives us a wonderful way to appreciate the world that sends us important messages that are all too often easy to miss. An immensely compelling and entertaining book that will be a prized possession for many readers.”


—Henry L. Tischler, Ph.D., Professor of Sociology Emeritus, Graduate Center of the City University of New York
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This book is dedicated to everyone who strives in their own way every day to build a world that goes beyond borders and boundaries.
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ixIntroduction


“Long, long ago, in a land, far, far away…” I am still enchanted by these lines, which I first heard as a child in my mom’s lap, with their promise of a story full of excitement, glamour, and adventure in unknown worlds. Worlds that I could only dream about. Who could resist that? It’s also likely part of the reason I grew up to do the kind of work that I do: I’m a cross-cultural consultant—a “culturalist,” I like to say—whose job it is to travel around the world helping people understand—or at least try not to misunderstand—each other, most of the time in order to do business more successfully, more quickly, more smoothly, and hence, more profitably, with each other. If it’s far, far away, I’m there. And even if it’s not that far away, I’m there, too, because I find few things more exciting than wrapping my head around how people can behave so differently while remaining fundamentally the same. That they embody every aspect of human possibility simply by their presence, and that their world—the culture which they have created in order to give meaning and order to their lives and those they love—presents me with a promise of new ways of seeing, tasting (yes, it often begins with that!), thinking, and feeling. Ways I never could have imagined on my own.


Over 100 Countries?


For over 35 years, I have had the immense pleasure of traveling to and working in over a hundred countries. Most of the time, I am amazed, inspired, and enlightened by the real-life stories I hear of people and organizations attempting to manage the sometimes staggering cultural differences that they present to xeach other—unintentionally and unconsciously—as they get on with the noble and often difficult task of working together. I have worked with most Fortune 500 companies, from the C-suite to the admin pool, and have journeyed with many of them as they grew from seeing managing cultural differences as an unwelcome burden of globalization to the brilliant, burning gift of enlightenment that it truly is: the opportunity to discover new solutions to old problems, to experience new ways of working, and, at the deepest levels, to transform both individual lives and the lives of their organizations. For only when we have the opportunity to step out from within the constructs that have unconsciously defined how we think, how we solve problems, how we value certain things and not others, do we then have the opportunity to grow and change and meet the challenges that life insists we meet every day. And I believe that’s a story worth telling.


Why This Book? Why Now?


Fact is, I have been telling that story—and the stories of so many of the people I have worked with—for most of those 35 years, in my presentations, in my training programs, and in my appearances around the world. The story, after all, is a global one. But after hundreds of articles—and five previous books—explaining, highlighting, outlining, and exploring culture’s impact on our global work, I realized that it was the stories that people learned best from, and that if my presentations, and my training programs had any effect, it was because that is where those stories got told. While my previous five books delve deeply into culture and work in the global world, those books are mainly “how-to” manuals for handling specific cultural issues in specific countries. Worthwhile, yes, but they were missing all the fun, delicious, and enlightening all-important stories.


xiIt was time for a book that told my real-life adventures of culture, the tales I was telling at the conferences and in the training programs, but somehow missed telling in my earlier books. It was time for a compilation of my life stories of working across cultures; it was time for Business Beyond Borders: Stories, Tales, and Lessons Learned from Working in 100 Cultures Around the World. Not just what’s the best thing to do, and the worst thing to avoid, but what I did that worked… and what didn’t. Where was it? When did it happen? How’d it turn out? My story.


It is also the right time. The world has changed dramatically since I first began my work, and much of the information about working with cultural differences has needed a long-overdue change of focus.


Thinking about Culture in the 21st Century


You see, much of the work around culture was first designed to help individuals and their organizations manage in what was back then a newly globalizing world: the “new”, late 20th century world of global work and of the global organization, as opposed to the older pre-global world of domestic markets, closed borders and restricted resources, out of which globalization was emerging. Due to globalization and technology, interacting with cultural differences became a reality, and learning how other cultures negotiated, ran meetings, organized themselves, solved problems, managed conflict, communicated—in short, how other cultures conducted all the myriad aspects of business—became essential to business success. And to what our work had to be about back then.


The reality, however, 35-plus years later, is that the global world has morphed from growing global to being global, where the cultural challenges of working across borders have evolved from “What do I need to know about working with an XYZ culture?” xiito “How do I work with many different cultures at the same time?”; from “Now that I understand Russian culture, I know why Oleg behaves that way” to “So why doesn’t Oleg behave like the other Russians on his team?” Once, the assumption was that, if we understood a particular culture, it would be a reliable predictor of the way an individual from that culture tended to behave. However, in today’s multi-cultural global world, individuals can behave very differently from the way their culture would indicate, due to many factors that are present in today’s world that simply were not as prevalent in the early days of globalization (for example, generational, gender, and multicultural influences on formative culture). There has been a shift from a global world where cultural differences seemed to operate unfettered and isolated from other global forces, such as politics, economics, and even climate change, to a world where cultures—and, consequently, the behavior of individuals and their organizations—are dynamically affected by these additional new forces. We’ve moved from a world where we did business across borders to a world where we do BUSINESS BEYOND BORDERS. Hence, this book.


Especially Now


Moving from the old pre-global world of nation-states, closed borders, and restricted resources to the new world of free trade with expanded resources across open borders represented a seismic world order-changing shift: it fundamentally required us to replace trusted pre-global tribal affiliations with untested membership in a global human experience. This is a big ask of people, organizations and nations: to imagine and willingly engage in the creation of a new (and hence, for many, frightening and dangerous) world, to risk giving up the (real or perceived) benefits of local tribal affiliations and identities for membership in a much bigger global human community. And as history repeatedly tells xiiius, this change, no matter how inevitable, is likely to be long, arduous and painful for many.


So, no surprise to find today, as this book is being published, the world is experiencing a strong reactionary blowback of anti-globalization, in terms of ideology, politics and economics. Politicians, pundits and ideologues pander to the pain. If we stay zoomed into this moment, it might appear as if globalization—in all its manifestations, including valuing understanding and working with cultural differences—is finished. But zoom out to the bigger picture, and, the bigger the picture, the more we see that the truth is just the opposite: the toothpaste is not going back in the tube, and the genie of globalization, powered as it is by technology, is here to stay. Consequently, the ability to adapt to cultural differences becomes more relevant than ever, and those organizations that recognize the importance of developing culturally competent talent succeed precisely because it gives them access to the new markets, talent, resources and ideas they need to survive. On the other side, those who deny globalization, and dismiss the relevancy and reality of culture, in a fool’s mission to somehow return to the pre-global world of the 19th century, will eventually be swept away as part of the residue of the past. Business knows this. Which is why every business today must be instantly global in order to survive. Why every business runs on technology, why every business is heavily investing in AI, why there are few businesses creating new jobs for coal miners, why Saudi Arabia is diversifying its economy away from oil, why US car manufacturers, movie makers, pharmaceutical plants, and cellphone developers are, in anticipation of economic contractions within the US (resulting from anti-globalization political agendas) increasingly turning to their global – not domestic-markets as their greatest source of new profit and growth. They may be headquartered in Detroit, but they sell, source, manufacture and grow in every country in the world. Ironically, the reactionary anti-globalization xivagendas of the moment only reinforce the fact that the greatest source of profit, resources, labor, growth and new ideas, lies not at home, but abroad. And it’s impossible to work beyond one’s borders unless you understand the cultures that are out there.


The big story, the one that smart business keeps its eyes on, is the one that arcs well beyond any temporary reactionary moment, and here it is: rarely has there been such an opportunity as there is now for the kind of human discovery that working globally with people who define their world in different ways presents. The confluence of technology, communications, and globalization makes cultural interaction an inevitability, and today we are living through the greatest moment of cross-cultural contact the world has ever known. The human potential possibilities are staggering; nevertheless, the bad news, as the headlines remind us, is that there is nothing inherent in intercultural contact that guarantees epiphanies, universal solidarity, peace, love, and kumbaya. History whispers: without information, knowledge, and awareness, intercultural contact at first typically produces fear, suspicion, and aggression. But stick with the good news for a moment: with knowledge, by learning from the other, we can both live better, more nobly. This is why, when I decided that it was time to tell my cultural stories in this book, I had to talk about culture as we encounter it today: not just as a how-to primer when working in…, not just why in this moment it’s even more important than ever before, but through stories that reveal how we experience culture today – both our own and the other’s – in a world’s that become a highly complex and inter-dependent global community.


How to Read the Stories


Therefore, I thought it would be a good idea to organize the book into two parts: in Part One (“Growing Global: Doing Business Across Cultures”) I tell my stories of working with people of xvdifferent cultures from around the world; in Part Two (“Being Global: Doing Business Beyond Cultures”) I tell my stories of working with these differences within the larger complex of today’s additional global forces. In both cases, every story ends with some very specific “lessons learned”—best practices that I believe can be immediately applied in just about everyone’s work today in lands far, far away.


Those stories from my global adventures that made it into the book were selected because, for me, they in some way stand out as the most meaningful. Each one reflects, I believe, a major cultural challenge that most people working and living abroad will experience, and the cultural issue at the heart of each story is also highlighted right in the table of contents. Each story reveals an important hidden cultural clue to understanding cultures different from our own.


By the way, just for the record, yes, all the stories are real, and they really, truly, cross-my-heart did happen to me (or to someone I knew who gladly gave me their permission to retell their adventure); and each and every one, I believe, provides insights into working in particular cultures in ways that mere “how-to” information cannot. That is, after all, the magic of telling stories.


You might also notice that many of the stories tend to tease out big meanings from small events. Part of what excites me about working with cultural difference is the way that culture reveals itself, in both big and small ways. Because culture is all around us, it’s sometimes so big we can’t even see it, and because it is the architecture of human civilization, it resides—again, invisibly—also in the smallest details. I am constantly amazed that the smallest of places, and least consequential moments between people, often reveal very big truths about a culture that must be managed if we are to succeed at any level with them. What at first may seem like an unimportant encounter with little consequence can yield a truth that has explosive power for working in that culture. xviThink of these as clues to a much bigger puzzle. No insight is too small, and with practice, you can nurture the skill of listening closely, looking intensely, and tuning in mindfully the next time your colleagues from far, far away are near. There is much more to learn from than what might first appear.


In fact, my work has convinced me that culture is the primary human force that drives human action. Individuals are certainly driven by their DNA and their personalities, but it is the particular culture that humans create that gives meaning and value to their lives. The interplay between individuals and their culture continuously redefines both. Subsequently, the insitutions within our cultures—family structures, belief systems, schools, governments, and our businesses—all reflect the culture from which they emerge. On all levels, culture’s imprimatur is ubiquitous and powerful: individuals adapt their behaviors—or not—to the requirements of their culture; social and business organizations make decisions on everything from social policy to business procedures based on the values of their culture; and nation-states make their decisions—and ultimately justify them—based on their culture’s ethos. In fact, what many have in the past seen as the critical drivers of individual, organizational, and even political behaviors, such as personal, economic, or national interest decisions, are, at the deepest level, the result of culture. It is not the other way around: social policy, or the economic decisions of a family or a business, or the political actions of a nation, do not determine the culture. Culture determines these decisions. And the facts of any given culture can be seen in both the big decisions of business and government… and in the small decisions of day-to-day individual life. It’s all a result of culture’s prophetic powers.


Finally, I do want to remind everyone that the book is written, as all books on culture can only be, by an author who has been shaped, formed, and defined in many ways by his own culture, xviiand in my case, that is as a U.S. American. I am also acutely aware that my professional life requires me to be as self-aware of my own “cultural-ness” as possible, and I believe that I do a pretty good job at that. Most of the time. But not always, and therefore, imperfectly. Perfect is not possible in this human plane in which we operate. So, while I strive always to eliminate any cultural bias, inevitably it is there, and no doubt, non-U.S. readers will notice it first, especially if the bias in any way hurts. I ask that you generously ascribe ignorance as the cause of my behavior, and not intent, as I strive to do when the shoe is on the other foot. We are all only human, after all. It is for this reason that I also retell the adventures of others from other cultures in this book, beyond my own U.S.-American perspective.


At its heart, this book is a personal narrative about people—including myself—and how anyone can discover the cultural clues hidden in their own cross-cultural experiences that point the way to greater success anywhere in the 21st-century global world, no matter who you are, where you come from, or what you do.


Let’s begin… in a land far, far away, not so long ago…





1Part 1


GROWING GLOBAL: Doing Business across Cultures





3Chapter One


Communicating across Cultures


Some Cultures Say Exactly What They Mean (“Ouch!”); Others Hide Exactly What You Need to Know (“Huh?”) Or, The Curious Case of the Missing Orange Marmalade in Pondicherry, India


Do not have more than one drink in Pondicherry, India. The first drink at the hotel bar is essential in order to calm your system down from the state of cultural confusion this Franco-Indian town in the south of India induces as soon as you arrive. Any subsequent drink, however, will only add to your cultural disorientation. Pondicherry is a schizoid reality-twister where there are just enough indicators—like grid-style streets with French names and fleur-de-lis-patterned gates and fences—to get you thinking that maybe you really are in the Marais of Paris, or on a backstreet of New Orleans… that is, until the cows walk by or the incense-infused humidity from the Bay of Bengal sweeps in to remind you that, no, this is not a tropical Montreal, this is still India.


Last year, I found myself strolling the seaside promenade of Pondicherry, that weird Hindu–Catholic palimpsest of 18th-century French colonialism in India, trying to square in my mind that I just 4saw a statue of Mother Mary wrapped in a neon garnet-colored sari in the local church, and that I just ate a croissant with my curry for breakfast. Mais, c’est vrai, namaste. You can’t make this stuff up… but culture can.


Actually, and to be precise, I ate my curry first at breakfast, and my croissant second. (Hang on, please, as this seemingly insignificant point is important to the story.) As it turned out, while I ordered both at the same time—I mean, how could I not succumb to a fresh croissant for breakfast, after having had dahl-and-roti breakfasts every day in India for the previous three weeks?— the curry came out almost immediately, and the croissant, well, let’s just say a little later, in Indian time. It was a subtle indicator that Pondicherry is, after all, still 90 percent Indian, though also still, and a bit insistently, French. But, most importantly, it is also a reminder that, if we look carefully, culture provides us with clues about itself all the time, even in the smallest of things. The interesting bit is that once you tune in to culture’s signals, you soon learn that even the smallest of those signals can indicate the existence of a massive cultural difference, often with historic consequences. Now, I’m not saying that a mouse is the same as an elephant (although the mouse in India, curiously, often accompanies Ganesha, the beloved multi-armed elephant-headed Hindu god, who is, as all Hindus know, one hell of a powerhouse), but was there some seismic cultural meaning of momentous import being indicated by my delayed croissant? I was about to find out when I asked for orange marmalade.


I don’t know about you, but for me about the best accompaniment to a flaky, warm, buttery croissant is a big dollop of orange marmalade. I suspect I am not alone here, as it’s been my experience that most hotels that serve up flaky, warm, buttery croissants for breakfast also serve up orange marmalade to go with them. The two go together like popadums and raita. Except in my Pondicherry hotel. The croissant came, a bit late, but at least still 5warm and flaky… with a tray of accompaniments that included butter and ketchup, but no marmalade, orange or otherwise. The ketchup struck me as one of those odd cross-cultural mysteries not worth pursuing, but the missing marmalade was a loss that I needed to fix. So, when my waiter, Rajiv, came around, I asked him for some. “Of course, sir,” he replied, and off he went.


Waiting is something you learn to do in India. I suppose if you live long enough just about anywhere, you get skilled at this habit, but Indians have to learn this deeply and very early in life. Sometimes, you need to wait a lifetime for something: devout Hindus learn that some things simply won’t happen at all in this lifetime, and you’re better off working on some good karma for the next round rather than trying to change anything today. After all, if what you get in life has been predetermined by your past life’s karma, if your croissant doesn’t come with orange marmalade, hey, that’s what you earned back then, and so this is all you get now. And if someone else gets the marmalade, well, that’s her reward, not yours.


So, I waited. But I knew I wouldn’t have to wait long, because Rajiv also took his waiter’s role very seriously, as evidenced by his near-constant checking on me and my wife, Sheryl, to see whether we needed anything every five minutes, almost like clockwork. Apparently, according to Hinduism, if some people are meant to get the marmalade in this lifetime and others not, this also means that some people are meant to serve, and others to be served, and if you’re the waiter, you serve, and if you are the customer, you learn to expect your waiter to check on you every five minutes and to do whatever they can to provide you with what you need. And what I needed right then was the orange marmalade.


“There is no marmalade,” my wife announced to me, leaning over her coffee


“You think that’s it?” I said, knowing that she was 100 percent right. The problem, of course, was in fact that there was no orange 6marmalade to be had. But Raj’s role, as waiter, was to serve me my marmalade, since that was what I, the customer, had asked for. This, of course, created an impossible existential dilemma for Raj, since informing me that there was no orange marmalade would mean that he couldn’t do the one thing his role required him to do: to serve me what I requested. What was Raj to do?


“Raj, I am wondering if I could have some orange marmalade with my croissant?” I reminded him at his next five-minute reappearance.


“Of course, sir,” and he turned and disappeared.


“See, I told you so,” my wife reminded me.


This game went on, with various subtle permutations, until at one particular five-minute interval, neither Raj nor the marmalade showed up. I waited a bit more. Then I signaled another waiter who happened to be passing by, who also inquired whether I needed anything.


“Yes, I’ve been waiting for some orange marmalade to go with my croissant, but my waiter never brings it.”


“Yes, yes, of course. I’ll take care of this for you,” he said and quickly left.


Another five minutes.


“You know the marmalade doesn’t exist,” my wife reminded me again. “We could be here all day. I don’t understand why he doesn’t just tell us they don’t have any.”


“He can’t,” I said. “It would be admitting that he was unable to do his job for me, and he can’t do that. If he can’t bring me what I want, he simply doesn’t tell me his problem… He just doesn’t show up,” I explained.


Then suddenly Rajiv comes by and inquires whether everything is OK.


“I am still waiting for my marmalade,” I respond, in a voice as cool as my croissant has become. I realize this scenario is going to repeat itself endlessly unless I say or do something different. 7My choices: I could simply do nothing, eat my dry and cold croissant sans marmalade, and allow Raj to save face; or I could say or do something that would allow Raj to save face and give me the answer that I needed as to what was really going on.


“Raj, it’s OK if there is no marmalade. Please just let me know one way or the other.”


“I am sorry, sir. Please, I will check on this,” and off he went.


“You know, that won’t work,” my wife said. “If, as you say, he can’t tell you there is no marmalade, he’ll just keep trying to avoid you.”


Another five minutes, and Raj returns, with a second tray of ketchup and butter.


“Sir, we had marmalade yesterday, but I checked and there isn’t any marmalade in the kitchen today.” Then with a smile as wide as the Bay of Bengal he announced: “However, I am very happy to tell you that we will have more marmalade tomorrow.”


* * *


In retrospect, of course, I realize now that I should have simply accepted the no-marmalade situation and not kept insisting that Raj bring me the nonexistent marmalade. I certainly should not have expected an explanation as to why he couldn’t bring me any (as that would have been an admission that he couldn’t do his job—to serve me what I wanted—a dire situation that would make him appear irresponsible and inattentive to my needs). The best solution of all would have been for me to never have asked for orange marmalade in the first place (but then, oh why do they have such luscious croissants in Pondicherry?), or to have stopped asking for it after it became clear he could not deliver on my request. But since I did clunkily keep pressing the point (my bad) whenever Raj made his required five-minute appearance, I did at least give Raj an “out” (“it’s OK if you don’t have any marmalade”), 8which empowered Raj to explain the situation to me in terms that, for India, allowed him to save face (he would bring the much-desired marmalade to me in that wondrous fantasyland of “tomorrow”).


As I explained all this to my wife walking back to our room, she asked me, in that voice used by our mothers and teachers so many times before: “And what did we learn from this?”


Hmmm. Does my missing marmalade adventure indicate a greater, deeper cultural lesson, with perhaps more profound consequences than a disappointing breakfast?


* * *


One of the great challenges that direct-speaking, non-fatalistic, individualist, take-the-bull-by-the-horns, egalitarian, make-it-happen-no-matter-what Westerners have when working with status-respecting, humility-focused, role-conscious, time-flexible Indians is to manage the conflicting expectations, despite the best of intentions, that these two different ways of approaching life inevitably produce. The sad scenario of the Western manager asking questions of their Indian teams which they cannot answer directly, such as “How are things going with the project?” when things in fact are not going very well, has recurred so many times in Indian–U.S. workplaces that it has now become a cliché example of really bad Indian–Western cross-cultural communications. (Indian teams lose respect for the Western manager who asks this kind of question, precisely because Indians believe it is the manager’s role to know what’s going on; of course, the team knows the answer—that there are problems—and probably the solutions, too, but it would be insolent for them to tell their manager when he or she should have known all this in the first place.) With the best of intentions (Western manager: “I give my team the freedom to make decisions on their own”; Indian 9team: “I expect my boss to tell me what to do and how they want me to do it”) this classic failure to understand, on both sides, the different, conflicting cultural perceptions of role, respect, and responsibility has resulted again and again in soured Western–Indian interpersonal relationships, costly business misunderstandings, and, in the case of Bhopal, many years ago, a deadly catastrophe.


Back in 1984, a chemical plant owned and managed by a North American company in Bhopal, capital of Madhya Pradesh, India, exploded, resulting in the deaths and injury of tens of thousands of people. One of the major contributing factors to this catastrophe, court documents later revealed, was the cross-cultural misunderstanding in communications between Indian staff who assumed their Western managers were aware of the problems in the plant and expected the managers would provide guidance to them as to how to fix the problems, and Western managers who were expecting Indian workers to proactively inform them about any problems in the plant. Neither of those things happened because the cultural expectation on both sides was that they didn’t have to (Indian perception: “It’s not my place to inform my manager of things he, as a manager, should already know; after all, he’s the manager, he gets paid to know about problems and to tell me what he wants me to do about them”; Western perception: “As a manager, I depend on my staff to tell me what’s happening, if there’s a problem, if they need anything, and make suggestions”). In the absence of either side behaving as the other culturally expected they would—an absence which could have been predicted if either management or staff had been aware of the different cultural expectations each had had for the other—a major catastrophic historical event occurred.


* * *


10Some things can be so small as to be invisible, but sometimes things are invisible also because they are so big. When culture is all around us, it’s sometimes hard to see it, since it is, effectively, everywhere and in everything. Thousands of years of reverence for Hindu religious hierarchies; of the fatalism that comes from creating a world, century after century, out of the unchanging dust of Rajasthan and the monsoons of the Southern Ghats and the floods of Mother Ganges and the eternality of the Himalayas; of the historical experience of negotiating, resisting, and ultimately coexisting with foreign influences; and of the creation and endless repair of the delicate fabric of complex relationships that has given individuals, families, coworkers, and citizens their individual roles and responsibilities with each other: these have formed the foundations of Indian culture, whether we see them or not. As cultural artifacts, they mostly remain hidden, to both Indians and non-Indians alike, though both Indians and non-Indians may glimpse their truths when they stand in the light of each other. Then, their differences may be revealed, sometimes at once through the tragedy of a headline, but more often through the misunderstanding between a manager and their staff in a Mumbai conference room of a global company, or through the thousands of daily conversations between a waiter and a customer, perhaps over some missing marmalade for breakfast. The cultural dynamics between Westerners and Indians are always in play, whether between acquaintances, work colleagues, managers, and teams… or between a restaurant server and a diner.


The curious case of my missing orange marmalade in a lovely Pondicherry café might be seen as nothing more than that, just a little story of some missing marmalade. Or it might be seen as a window through which we can glimpse how much is often misunderstood, left unsaid, and subsequently lost, between Indians and Westerners, with the result sometimes being just a naked croissant, but other times so much more.




11Lessons Learned: Communicating beyond Borders


When working in India, or any of the countries or regions listed below where a major consequence of culture is to value harmony, hierarchy, and a more indirect communications style (especially when problems or difficulties arise), keep the following always in mind. Practice these skills and you may just get that orange marmalade, or whatever it is you are seeking, when doing business there:




	There is often a distinction made between what is personally thought and believed and what is expressed; thoughts and feelings are not overtly or immediately revealed. Build in time so that people are comfortable with revealing the truth to you.


	Matters-of-facts need to be approached carefully, especially if they are problematic in any way. They may be communicated obliquely, through third parties, and in ways that may be difficult to recognize at first.


	Words are used to imply, and not necessarily to inform directly. Choose words carefully, and look for meaning “in-between” the lines, and in what is not said.


	There is a high degree of information that is embedded in nonverbal behavior. Initially, put your energy and resources into developing a trustworthy relationship with a single individual on site who can tell you what people “really” mean, and what is “really” going on.


	Do not rely on all the information being communicated by any one single individual; develop multiple sources of information so that you can piece together the truth of any given situation based on the individual communications of many.


	
12Expressions, body language, and so on all reveal tension, information, and feelings.


	Conversation can be more monotone: words used may not reveal true feelings.


	Conversation can be indirect, circuitous, evasive, tactful, intentionally ambiguous, implicit, “diplomatic,” and opaque.


	Ask for timeouts from meetings and negotiations in order to have informal conversations “on the side” to clarify issues and move forward.


	Put as much as you can on paper before all meetings so people have time in advance to review the topics being discussed.


	Study the history, background, and future vision of the organization with which you hope to do business. This may never be made explicitly clear to you but will give you a good sense of what matters most to them.


	In meetings, take time to examine the many different ways you could accomplish your goals. Let meetings flow, just occasionally “nudging” the process along.


	Respect people’s titles, age, background, connections, and so on, and demonstrate your understanding of how these hierarchies impose certain ways of behaving for all involved.


	Be prepared for personal meandering, appeals, and irrelevancies (at least to the topics at hand) that may not advance the issues directly.


	Softness, patience, persistence, and politeness will advance a negotiation. Compromise is usually not the end-result but a mutual satisfaction of basic needs for both sides.








13In addition to India, these “lessons learned” apply when doing business with the following illustrative countries or regions:








	More indirect


	More direct











	Azerbaijan

	Australia






	Bangladesh

	Canada






	Bolivia

	Chile






	Central Asian Republics

	Israel






	Côte d’Ivoire

	The Netherlands






	Dominican Republic

	Nigeria






	Ecuador

	Scandinavia






	Ethiopia

	U.K.






	Guatemala

	Uruguay






	Indonesia

	U.S.






	Malaysia

	






	Mexico

	






	Morocco

	






	Nigeria

	






	Oman

	






	Panama

	






	Paraguay

	






	Philippines

	






	Saudi Arabia

	






	Senegal

	






	Serbia

	






	Venezuela

	






	Vietnam

	












14Chapter Two


Managing the Clock across Cultures


Some Cultures are Ruled by the Clock; Others are Ruled by Just about Everything Else Or, Rum, Rhumba, and Remembrance: My New Year’s Eve in Havana, Cuba


Once again, I tapped my watch on the table in a futile effort to get it going. Unbelievably, it had stopped working the moment my plane touched down in Havana several days before, and I had not been able to get it going again since. My cellphone was equally useless, as there was no connectivity, so—unless I happened to be in front of the old analog clock ticking away on the wall of the casa particular* that I was staying in for my New Year’s week in Havana—it was hard to know exactly what time it was. The faded, cracked paint everywhere (paint is particularly hard to find in Cuba, as is almost any item not manufactured on the island, so walls go unpainted for decades), the famously re-tinkered 1950s Chevys and Fords on the streets (cars are maintained virtually forever, as few new cars are imported and only a small number of people can afford them anyway), the startling lack of technology 15(limited-to-no connectivity, sputtering electricity… and don’t even try to use your Amex card) all create an environment in Cuba that says time did in fact stop, somewhere around 1956. Though it was now 2018, going on 2019, my nonworking watch confirmed what I was beginning to realize: why bother even checking what time it was? As long as I got to the New Year’s Eve concert “in time,” time, obviously and simply, didn’t matter that much in Cuba.


And what did getting to the concert “in time” mean exactly? (And is “in time” that different from “on time,” or is “in time” simply “on time’s” New York City cousin, like “in line” and “on line”?) The amazing Cuban musician Descemer Bueno was going to perform at an enormous open-air venue just outside of Havana, and it was my privilege and remarkable good fortune to be among the thousands to salsa in the New Year with him in Havana at midnight. That’s what the posters said, and midnight was, in fact, the time stamped on my ticket. So, the plan was for my wife and I to meet the rest of our tour and our driver at 10 p.m. in front of our casa particular and head over to the event. The “plan” would give us plenty of time to get there, have a few drinks, eat dinner (yes, dinner was included in the ticket!), and settle in for the midnight concert. It being early evening, I stepped outside of my apartment door and into the living room of Carlos Fuentes’ house.


Carlos and his wife, Elena, are in their seventies, and they and their apartment, like most of the rest of Cuba, look it. I sit down at their kitchen table and tap my watch on the colored plastic tablecloth. The plastic flowers in the vase on the table bob to one side as I try to get my watch going again. Sr. Carlos places a bottle of Havana Club—undeniably the best rum in the world—along with four shot glasses, on the table. Sra. Elena returns from the fridge with a tray of white cheese and membrillo, that uniquely addictive Spanish sweet jelly, plus a small bowl of olives, which she places lovingly on the table in front of me, as it is not always that one has a bowl of olives to offer and when one does, it’s an 16honor to be chosen to receive them. But it is New Year’s Eve, and the Fuentes have invited my wife and I to join them in a New Year’s toast. Though I am a paying client, I am first their guest.


The TV is always on in the Fuentes’ living room, and there is always a relative, though I am never sure who they are or how they are related, sitting on the sofa and watching whatever is on the screen. I am convinced that if I walked into the living room at 3 a.m., someone would be there watching the TV. There are only a few channels, and all of them are government run, so there’s not much variety: always a piece of propaganda on how to continue the eternal revolución, a 40-year-old movie (usually an old Hollywood western), a local variety show. Carlos introduces me to the current relative on the sofa, and we exchange greetings, which is not easy for either of us, as my Spanish is more than rusty, and none of the permanent residents of the casa Fuentes speaks English. Carlos pulls down another glass and pours for the five of us. To a happy new year. To a healthy one for everyone. Rum round one. May there be prosperity and understanding between our two countries. May the weather be better, and may the children do well in school. May Patricia recover (from what I never found out). Rum round two. Another relative, or maybe a neighbor, stops in to give their New Year’s greetings to Carlos and Elena. Then a friend from two stories down. More shot glasses, more toasts. Another visitor, this time accompanied by two small children, who instantly squeeze themselves into the remaining space on the sofa, along with a small dog that I am sure was not there the last time I looked. I’ve lost track of how much time has passed since the first rum was poured, and I am beginning to be concerned whether we will make our 10 p.m. group rendezvous downstairs. I secretly glance at my watch. Pathetic. I look up and search around for the analog clock on the wall, and stroll back into the kitchen, where the clockface coolly informs me that it’s 9:40 p.m. And I still have got to change into my party pants.


17Rum round four, then five, or whatever, is poured. The conversation shifts to local events, someone’s wedding, a quinceañera,† a few funerals (they always happen in groups, even in Cuba), the pregnant cat. The little apartment is beginning to remind me of that classic scene from the old Marx Brothers movie A Night at the Opera, where people keep pouring into a small stateroom until it overflows like a clown car, and I am suddenly filled with fear that I, and a hundred other drunken clowns, will at any moment, with the arrival of just one more person, explode out of this apartment into the dark of a Havana New Year’s Eve. I am sure it is way past 10 p.m., and we are so late to meet our group downstairs in the lobby. And we certainly will never be able to figure out our way to the concert on our own.


I make some rum-inspired excuses for having to suddenly leave, and dash down the five flights (the elevators haven’t worked in years) to hopefully meet the group. No one is there. I then run up two flights to the apartment of our tour leader and frantically knock on their door.


“Hola, Dean!” Marguerita opens the door, clearly half-dressed, hair half-done, rum drink half-drunk. “Come on in!” she says cheerily.


“I, hmm, thought, hmm, we were meeting downstairs at 10 p.m. to get to the concert in time?”


“Oh, no worries, I thought I left everyone a note under their door. Juan couldn’t get back this afternoon in time to meet us at 10, so I suggested we move the time back to 11. It really doesn’t matter, as the concert won’t actually start at midnight anyway, so we’ve got plenty of time. I don’t know if Juan is back yet or not, so relax. You want a drink?”


“What about the others?” I ask.


“I guess they’re all OK,” Marguerita says, surprised at my question. “Did you see anyone downstairs?”


“Well, no, but…”


“So, OK, don’t worry about it. I am sure everyone will be down there when it’s time to go. Besides, we can’t leave without Mario 18[the driver], and I haven’t seen him yet, either. Relax! It’s New Year’s Eve!” Marguerita adds, thrusting a glass of rum into my hands.


Somehow (and honestly, I don’t clearly remember exactly how) our group all did eventually assemble at our van, I think some time before midnight. I believe everyone was there, though to this day, if someone told me that Juan never made it, I wouldn’t be surprised. What I do remember is madly singing along to a CD of Descemer Bueno’s latest massive hit, at the top of my voice, with the rest of my group, as we blasted down the Malecón—the Havana waterfront—on our way to the concert. I managed the harmony part, and I must say, I was terrific.


By the time we got to the concert venue, it must have been somewhere between midnight and 1 a.m., and the music was glorious. So were the people, thousands of them. Everyone dancing, singing, partying. But there was no Descemer to be seen. The stage was bare, but the music was loud and the lights were bright: obviously, we got there just in time… for the pre-concert disco.


“When does the show begin?” I asked Marguerita.


“Should be any time now, don’t worry. Why don’t you go get something to eat in the meantime? You should get your dinner—you’ll need your energy.”


She was right, and I was, come to think of it, hungry. With not much more than a few olives and cheese to absorb the constant river of rum, dinner sounded like a wise move. I was not alone, as no one in our group, as it turned out, had had any dinner, which, on an average night, typically wouldn’t start in Cuba until about 9 or 10 p.m. anyway, so all bets on starting time on New Year’s Eve were off. Just find a seat at the table, which was easy, as each chair came with a setting that included a bottle of rum, three enormous Cohiba Cuban cigars, an ashtray, a noisemaker, and a plate. If food was actually required, you took your plate over to the food station, where they filled it with enormous slabs of pork, potatoes, plantains, and greens. And you could always go back for more.
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