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To Begoña, for your untiring love.  


We have been together for over thirty years 


 and we still have great fun together.  


Without you, none of what we have  


experienced would have been possible. 


 


To Begoña Jr., Mayte and Fede Jr. for your 


understanding, flexibility and support.  


I hope these experiences will help  


you find happiness in your future. 


 


You have all paid a price: changes  


from one country to another,  


that feeling of losing everything every three  


years and having to start all over again,  


a lack of stability, giving up a professional 


career… I think the net result is positive, 


 but only time will tell. 


In the meantime, I thank you all 


for joining me in this adventure. 










 


Note to the Second Edition 


 


More than ten years have passed since the first edition of this book. When it was published, I had just returned to Spain to become the CEO of the NH Hotel Group. 


What I had assumed would be a home-grown experience was anything but that. In May 2013, the Chinese group HNA became a shareholder in NH and I was faced with a culture that was completely unknown to me. Four years later, in 2017, I was leaving Spain again, this time at the helm of the Radisson Hotel Group, which at the time was made up of two companies with completely different organisational cultures: the Carlson Group, based in Minneapolis, and the Rezidor Group, based in Brussels and listed on the Stockholm Stock Exchange. Two years into my tenure, China’s Jin Jiang Group became the majority shareholder of the company, and several years later, in 2023, I took on additional responsibilities as CEO of the Paris-based Louvre Hotels Group, also owned by Jin Jiang. 


These experiences have reinforced and, I would venture to say, deepened my understanding of the challenges of working and living abroad. I have been enriched by my relationship with Chinese culture, especially while simultaneously working in American, Swedish, Belgian and French business environments. 


This second edition, although largely unchanged from the first, includes a new chapter on working with Chinese professionals. 


Many are the positive comments I have received on the first edition, particularly about how the book describes situations one is bound to encounter in real life and how readers have benefitted from having some “advance warning” before embarking on their own adventures abroad. I hope it remains relevant and, above all, that you enjoy it. 


 


FEDERICO J. GONZÁLEZ TEJERA 


Madrid, October 2024 










 


Prologue 


 


It has almost been thirty years since my family and I left Spain to embark on an adventure that was destined to bring us many surprises on both a professional and personal level. Not only surprises, I have to say, but, like almost everything in life, there have been many good moments, together with many others of confusion and frustration. The adventure has been intense, and despite how long we have been away, it continues to be so. We know that we are unquestionably quite different today to the people who left Spain almost three decades ago. 


Through both our own personal and professional insights, and those of our friends and acquaintances who have been in the same situation as us, we have learnt that there are plenty of difficulties involved in the process of adapting to this kind of experience. Many, logically, arise from the mere act of communicating between different cultures. The majority, however, come from a lack of awareness of what it is to live and work abroad or simply to work with other cultures. 


I hope that the reflections, insights, and lessons shared here will help anyone embarking on this journey to better understand the situations and challenges ahead, and prepare themselves accordingly, so that they can thrive in both their professional and personal lives. It is true that the adventure will depend entirely on the person who embarks on it, their attitude, their ability to adapt, and their luck, but, in the end, a bit of research always helps. 


I believe this work of reflection and synthesis is worthwhile, and I am convinced that more and more people and families will face this type of experience in the future. I hope you find it useful. 


I’ll let the reader be the judge. 


 


FEDERICO J. GONZÁLEZ TEJERA 










 


Introduction 


 


When I started writing these notes in the early summer of 2005, I knew of practically no books discussing how complex it was to live and work abroad. 


As I was researching, I discovered some publications that talked about the various types of challenges that can be expected from this kind of experience. I read plenty of books on the topic, and I’ll admit that I fell asleep on more than one occasion reading the innumerable testimonies of Americans who had lived these experiences. I say this because most of the books on the topic almost exclusively reflect the experiences of American families and professionals. 


Of those that I read, none contained examples of everyday life that helped one to understand the concrete reality, beyond general descriptions. All of them, therefore, lacked examples that someone who “hadn’t experienced” the reality of living and working abroad could understand. Furthermore, most of them were written from the perspective of American or British expatriates. None of them shed light on the possible views of a more “Latin”1 mentality. 


With time, I began to realise that these two factors could make this book different. On the one hand, it discusses the experience from what we might define as a “Latin” point of view. On the other, the different points are backed by more than forty examples of real people in their day-to-day lives, based on their professional and personal stories. 


I left Spain after the summer of 1995. Our first destination was Brussels, where I was responsible for one of the company’s divisions for southern Europe. In theory, our time abroad was going to end there. But we decided to accept an offer to live and work for the company in Sweden (Yes, Sweden!), extending our time abroad. After three fantastic years, during which we even went so far as to conceive a third child, we accepted a third assignment in Portugal, and from there we moved to Paris five years later, where we lived for eight years. 


Since that September of 1995, we have encountered firsthand the many misunderstandings and surprises faced by anyone living and working in a culture that is not their own. 


During the time I have lived abroad, when I learnt the lessons I outline here, and when the examples I offer occurred, I have held roles of responsibility at multinational companies. This experience, and that of many friends and colleagues in similar professional situations, forms the first pillar on which this work is based. 


At the same time, we have significantly expanded the quantity and quality of our social circle, and without a shadow of a doubt, in most cases, this has been due to my wife’s energy and restless spirit. At each of our destinations, we have interacted with and, in some cases, forged deep relationships with both Spaniards and members of the other cultures we were lucky enough to meet. These relationships, and what we learnt from them, are, of course, a fundamental source of our acquired knowledge, and, as such, they form the second pillar of this work. 


The third pillar consists of the experiences we have been through as a family, from the day-to-day business of schooling to the ways living abroad affects children’s education, including the challenges of navigating unfamiliar medical systems and languages. The insights in this third pillar were acquired almost entirely thanks to my wife, Begoña. Although I am the one writing, she guided my words in these sections. 


I must admit that when my editor rang me and asked me to submit a project for a book on the topic, I had little difficulty getting started, as it wasn’t the first time that I had started to write on the subject. I also had several reasons why I wanted to express on paper both my own experiences and those of my family. 


My first motivation was the encouragement of my wife, Begoña. In our conversations when I got home from work, she constantly urged me to write about the things that happened to us, as a way of documenting our experiences. Often, when I shared my feelings with her, she would say to me, “Fede, you have to reflect on all of this somehow, so that they don’t turn into anecdotes that you gradually forget over time”. Later, when we went out or when friends came to our place and I told them some of my theories or anecdotes about being an expatriate, she would look at me as if to say, “You see, you have to write it down; if not, we’ll forget it all”. And of course, she was right. 


Secondly, I thought that a book of these characteristics could help those considering working abroad in the future. This book could help anybody to embark on the challenge with a greater “awareness” of the cultural differences that exist between countries and with a better understanding of the challenges that may be encountered along the way. 


Before finishing, I would like to focus on three points that are important to bear in mind to interpret what I say throughout the course of the book. Firstly, I am Spanish, and it is essential that anyone reading this book understand that so they can interpret my comments accordingly. Even though it’s true that, as I have already said, I have worked outside Spain for manyyears and have spent my entire education and professional career alongside European and North American executives, you should remember those verses by Ramón de Campoamor who said that “everything depends on the colour of the glass you look through”. I cannot deny that my point of view when speaking about the difficulties and surprises that await you when you go to work abroad is influenced by my own origins. This is why I think this book is of special interest to those who, like me, come from a Spanish background. Secondly, and in spite of what I have just said, I left Spain more than thirty years ago. As a result, I may overlook the great changes that have taken place in Spanish society and culture when I compare Spain to other cultures. Thirdly, although I may have been influenced by mixing with professionals from many cultures, my perceptions are shaped largely by having lived in Belgium, Sweden, Portugal and France. 


There are three target audiences for whom the book may be useful. The first consists of professionals in general, and Spanish professionals in particular, who may in the future face the possibility of working abroad. The second comprises their families and friends. The third is made up of all those who are simply interested in learning a little more about the relationships between different cultures. 


In the case of the first group, this work may provide them with information about the experiences they will have, what they need for the “journey”, and some pieces of advice and suggestions to minimise possible mistakes and maximise the success of their experience. Furthermore, what they are going to read may, hopefully, give them a clearer vision of how other cultures perceive elements of our behaviour which—although obvious and natural for us—may sometimes be controversial or surprising to other cultures. At the same time, reading this book may save them some frustration and help prevent those moments when they may feel like they are from another planet, by showing that many of the feelings and emotions they’ll experience while living abroad are completely normal and commonly shared by others who have emigrated. 


In the case of the second group, the book should give them helpful insight on how to understand what their families and friends will experience and how their ways of seeing life and their behaviour will change when they compare them with the friends they had “before leaving”. I’m sure that this will also spare them a few moments of stress and surprise. 


For the third target audience, I believe this work can provide a fresh and, perhaps, different insight into what it means to live and work between different cultures, based on my experience in several countries and very different cultural contexts. 


I have tried to keep the structure of the book as simple as possible. Chapter I offers a brief reflection on the theoretical aspects needed to understand the experience and knowledge you acquire, the new culture and its dimensions. It is meant to be a framework which can be applied to any society in which you are going to live and work. Chapter II analyses in general terms the different phases we all go through during the experience of living and working in another culture. Chapter III goes on to describe the qualities you need to have and develop to be successful in your work, and offers an in-depth examination of all dimensions of the professional experience. Chapter IV describes the different situations an expatriate will face in day-to-day business in the new working environment, comparing them to those they experienced in their country of origin. Chapter V provides a brief overview of Chinese history and philosophy, as well as insights into managing relationships with executives and businesspeople in China. Chapter VI focuses on the personal adventure, and Chapter VII discusses the importance of differences in communication styles. Finally, Chapter VIII analyses the expatriate’s return to their country of origin. 


I hope you enjoy this “journey”, which starts here. 










 



CHAPTER I 


 


Focusing the Discussion: Culture, Cultural Dimensions and Cultural Arrogance 


 


The aim of this chapter is to share some concepts with the reader that I consider fundamental for understanding the sort of things that come up in any discussion of living and working abroad. I know that avid readers may feel a little frustrated by the “theoretical density” of this first chapter, but I beg for their patience. I think it helps, as I say in the title, to focus the discussion. But if you prefer, you can skip this chapter and return to it later. 


We’re going to talk about the definition of culture and what is known in the literature on relationships between cultures as “cultural dimensions”. Being aware of these dimensions and understanding how the country you’re moving to compares to your own can enhance your understanding of other “cultures”. 


 


1. CULTURE. AN INITIAL DEFINITION 


 


Before addressing cultural dimensions, it would be helpful to agree on our definition of culture. Do we all understand the same thing by culture? Geert Hofstede (a Dutch author to whom I will refer throughout this book, whose Cultures and Organizations is recognised as essential reading by experts in the field) defined culture in a very simple way, which I believe is pertinent: “It is the way a group resolves its problems and reconciles dilemmas”. The idea may be simple, but it is not easy to be aware of the elements of different cultures, starting with one’s own. Because we are used to our own way of seeing things, we often only come to realise what we are like when we venture out and face a new reality. As someone once said, “Fish only realise they need water to survive when they leave it...”. 


Culture has three levels, which we need to distinguish. The first is the most external and most obvious, and including easily observable elements such as food, aesthetics, language, etc. A person’s prejudices towards a culture can be perceived on this level. However, this external level is the result of more profound levels of culture. To cite an example, someone who goes to Japan, or sees a Japanese person, will immediately notice one of the external elements of their culture: they bow to greet each other. This is no more than an obvious perception of something superficial. This external aspect is easy to observe in most cultures and, logically, the greater the difference between one culture and another, the easier it is to observe. 


The second level is deeper and consists of “rules” and “values”. Rules include what the group considers to be correct or incorrect, while values determine what it considers to be right or wrong. Using the example of the Japanese, who bow to greet each other, some people observing this will say that they bow because they like to greet each other in a friendly and deferential way and to always show respect for authority (that is to say, they consider it as a positive value, as something good). Others might say that they do it because everyone else does, and that, in this sense, it is a rule of society. This level of culture involves a little more understanding of the reason for things and helps to explain many differences between societies. 


The third level of culture consists of what are called “basic assumptions”, and is related to implicit cultural beliefs. This is, undoubtedly, the most difficult level to understand, but it must be reached in order to draw a detailed comparison. It is, in most cases, the real reason for superficial behaviours, and for the rules and values. The best way to confirm whether a behaviour or a belief belongs to the basic assumptions of a culture is to see the level of irritation you cause when you call it into question. If you make a mistake, in one way or another, at the most superficial level with other societies, there is usually a high degree of tolerance towards the error. But when the basic assumptions of a society are questioned, people tend to appear intransigent. In the case of the Japanese, who bow to authority, if you were to ask them why they respect authority, they would most likely react with irritation. 


I would like to share a personal example to illustrate the differences and the reaction of annoyance I just mentioned. As I mentioned, we spent three years living in Sweden. If any society can be described as egalitarian, it is Sweden’s. If you examine their rules—and the country is full of them—they are all aimed at treating all citizens equally. If you look at their values, everything that seeks to emphasise that we are all the same, and that everyone should be treated equally, is considered to be good. Anyone who visits Sweden can easily observe both the superficial level and the deeper level of its rules and values. In fact, you commit a faux pas by trying to demand unequal treatment for yourself, but in most cases, once they realise you’re from another country, the person observing you will smile, as if to say, “He doesn’t get it!” Having said this, if someone thinks that you are directly or indirectly questioning their belief in equality, or you start a debate on the subject, you will spark irritation. Only by realising that there is a basic belief or assumption behind many of these rules and values can we understand the aggravation that may sometimes be caused, and which may surprise us. Take this example of what happened to me in Sweden one daywhen we were talking about household help, an almost taboo topic in the country, since it goes against the Swedish belief that no one should be at the service of anyone else. 


 


At a social event in Stockholm, I was explaining to a group of people what our life in Sweden was like as Spaniards. As you can imagine, a Spaniard living in Sweden seems rather exotic, in a certain way, and it isn’t difficult, at an event of this kind, for the topic of conversation to soon turn to our experiences in a country so different to our own. At one point in the conversation I mentioned that we had a Polish girl working for us at home, which made our life a little easier. One of the ladies listening to our conversation immediately interrupted me: “But, I don’t understand, why do you need help at home if you only have two children and your wife doesn’t work?” She was genuinely shocked. And, to my horror, she went on: “Does your wife not enjoy the responsibility of looking after the home and being a wife? Does she not have time for it? I just don’t understand how she could ask someone else to do these chores…”. I felt a strong sense of social anxiety, but I think I reacted quickly, saying, “Well, the truth is that my wife left work so that she would have more time to look after the children, as living abroad is more complicated for everyone and the family needs more attention. But, because she is human, she also likes to have time to herself, to be able to develop as a person”. And I concluded, “To be honest, my wife stopped working to raise the children and take care of them, but not necessarily to do the cleaning…”. 


Needless to say, I didn’t intend to offend anyone. However, the lady immediately started giving me a lecture on how socially unacceptable it was to pass the jobs you don’t like onto other people, just because you have the good fortune to be better off, and how those chores should be divided between husband and wife. Finally, she summed up her beliefs, saying, “You obviously earn too much, and, moreover, you flaunt it”. 


 


Whether or not she was offended by the fact that we had someone helping with the household chores, what really bothered her was that, as far as she was concerned, I was showing off, trying to publicly show that I was “superior”, because these were tasks that everyone should do. According to her, we weren’t honouring the fundamental value that we are all equal. 


This case may be a bit extreme, but the message I want to get across is that when you question the basics of a society, you can irritate people. 


Now, let’s move on to the cultural dimensions. 


 


2. CULTURAL DIMENSIONS TO BEAR IN MIND 


 


When you live in another society, you will be faced with innumerable situations in which the differences in the ways each culture acts are obvious. Almost all the differences between societies can be explained by what are known as “cultural dimensions”. Our distance from the society in which we are living can also be explained by the distance between these same dimensions in our own culture and that of our host country. Understand these and you will find it much easier to see the differences in the behaviour of the society in which you are going to live and work in comparison to your own. I realise that those who have not lived in another country may consider such an exercise of reflection and self-analysis to be a waste of time. I don’t want to argue about this, but I can promise them that, even if they feel this way, it would be a mistake not to deliberate as I suggest. I believe the old aphorism “I am myself and my circumstances” still applies. Belonging to a certain country, going through its education system, and being exposed to its media, as well as living alongside fellow citizens, are key to understanding one’s own ways of behaving. Only by getting to know ourselves can we look at foreigners and seek to conclude how we are different, and why. 


Many authors have examined cultural dimensions. Some say there are four, others seven; I have focused on those that I believe to be the most important and the easiest to understand. I have taken some of them from Hofstede—an author I have already mentioned—and others from Richard D. Lewis (the author of When Cultures Collide), and Fons Trompenaars and Charles Hampden-Turner (authors of the masterpiece, Riding the Waves of Culture). Some of them, I must admit, are my own creations. The dimensions I would like to discuss are: 1. Acceptance of Inequality and Hierarchy 2. Individualism vs. Collectivism 3. Masculinity vs. Femininity 4. Uncertainty Avoidance 5. Linearity vs. Multilinearity 6. Universalism vs. Particularism 7. Neutrality vs. Emotionality and 8. Cultural Arrogance. 


 


2.1. First Dimension: Acceptance of Inequality and Hierarchy  


 


This first dimension can be defined as “the degree to which a culture unquestioningly accepts a hierarchical distribution and inequality of power in its organisations and societies”. The higher a culture scores in this area, the greater its acceptance of inequality or hierarchy. In Hofstede’s study, for example, Spain scores above average among the countries surveyed. 


Based on his results, Spanish culture can be said to show an above-average predisposition to accept inequality and hierarchies. This is hardly surprising if we consider Spanish history and cultural traditions. Even today, Spain has a strong Catholic tradition, and although there has been a sharp decline in church attendance, it has left its mark on the way of seeing things and undoubtedly influenced all regions of the country. Our history has included long periods of monarchy and long periods of dictatorship. 


In addition, we have suffered a significant number of economic downturns. Furthermore, family is extremely important, and these families have traditionally had a hierarchical structure. All these factors converge in an acceptance of and respect for hierarchy, and, to some extent, an acceptance of inequality. 


In general, the lower the level of education and the greater the income gap between the social classes, the greater the tolerance of inequality. In contrast, it tends to be lower when the middle class forms a greater percentage of the population of the country, when a smaller percentage of the population works in agriculture, and when the percentage of the urban population is larger. 


It is striking to examine how the different European countries rank in terms of their acceptance of inequality and hierarchy. According to the study—and I believe it is still relevant—the countrywith the greatest acceptance of inequality in Europe is France, followed by Belgium, Portugal, Greece, Spain, Italy, Germany, the United Kingdom, Switzerland, Finland, Norway, Sweden and Denmark. Having personally lived in two of the extremes, France and Sweden, has allowed me to experience these differences first-hand. 


It is essential to identify whether the country and culture in which you are going to live and work has a high or low tolerance of inequality and hierarchy. In Portugal and France, hierarchies are accepted, and people tolerate behaviour which may appear to foreigners like something from a bygone age. The following incident happened in Portugal, and I think it is a good illustration of what we mean by “acceptance of unequal treatment”. It could as easily have taken place in some parts of Spain, or in France, differently but with the same intensity, but I believe it would be unthinkable in Northern Europe. Having said this, I should add that—although it might sound a little extreme—I believe that the country with the greatest acceptance of hierarchies and inequality in the developed world is France (no matter what the mainstream media might say…). 


 


A friend of mine, who had just come from Madrid to work in Lisbon as the managing director of a business, was in the early stages of adapting to the culture. He was in what is known as the period of “culture shock” (i.e., the initial phase, when you start to experience the new culture). On this day, my friend was going to visit a client with a director who reported to him, and a third person who, in turn, reported to the director. Five minutes after getting out of the car, as they were heading towards the building of the company they were visiting, my friend realised that the most “junior” of them was loaded like a mule, carrying all the equipment for the presentation: the slide projector, copies of the presentations, the briefcase, a bag with product samples, etc. My friend, therefore, suggested to his director that the two of them should give him a hand. The director immediately interrupted in outrage: “Don’t even think of it, Javier”, he said. “Here in Portugal, it is very important to keep the different levels some distance apart.” My friend got very angry, as he had never seen treatment of this kind at his company. Heatedly, he responded, “OK, if that’s the way it has to be, so be it: you can carry my suitcase”. And the “defender of hierarchy” took his suitcase almost without batting an eyelash. 


To my friend’s surprise, he showed no apparent emotional reaction (although I can imagine his internal reaction). And, although the person who acted in this way clearly belonged to another generation, and may have already retired from the business world, I think the example illustrates this point well. 


 


The greater the acceptance of hierarchies and inequality, the greater the importance that society assigns to formality. This idea of formality in Spain is sometimes confusing, and is handled differently depending on the situation and the region. But you always have to be very careful, as, if you come from a less formal society to a more formal one, a lot of misunderstandings and some rejection will be caused just by your ignorance of the “right” formalities between different people. 


 


I remember the call very clearly. We had been in Paris for two or three months and one of our children had fallen ill. I called the office of our doctor, who, although French, had lived for many years in Spain. Although I tried to be wellmannered, I think I used a rather demanding tone with the nurse who answered the call, saying something along the lines of: “My child is ill. Come as soon as possible”. And, of course, I forgot to use the polite French vous form as I should have. The nurse told me that the doctor would come, I said goodbye and hung up. After the consultation, the doctor— ever the polite and discreet gentleman—said to me politely, “You should know that my nurse is annoyed. Firstly, when you rang you didn’t say who you were. Secondly, according to her, you seemed more like someone giving orders than someone asking for the doctor to come to his house. Thirdly, you hung up the phone while she was saying goodbye. And lastly, she doesn’t understand why you didn’t talk to her in the vous form.” I went pale, but to my relief the doctor said, “Don’t worry, I know it takes people from Spain time to adapt to using the different forms”. 


 


This varying respect for hierarchies often produces confusion. There are many occasions in which the Spanish tend to undervalue the importance of hierarchies. Nordic societies stand at one end of the scale: hierarchies make no sense to them, and people tend to think we are all the same. French and Portuguese societies are at the other extreme: your university degree, the city you come from, the school you have studied at, etc., practically mark you for life. Spanish people often tend to neglect these differences, but we should pay a lot of attention to them. When people do not understand each other, they can easily lose their way and may not achieve what they wanted to. 


From a professional and personal point of view, understanding where a culture stands in this regard can be decisive. 


In a culture where there is a greater acceptance of inequality and respect for hierarchies, crossing hierarchical lines is not permitted. Someone may not argue with their manager’s manager, for example. The relationship between the manager and the subordinate is vertical and, often, somewhat paternalistic. At the same time, the manager can never be questioned in public, and only with great care in private. In relationships with the exterior world, much importance is given to a person’s title, and you may find you cannot talk to someone on a higher level without permission. In your social life, the clubs you attend are valued, your social circle is proof of who you are, and, to some extent, you may be assumed to belong to the groups to which you are introduced. In this way, they tend to be rather like secret societies where symbols of hierarchy and superiority are common. 


In contrast, in societies that place importance on equality, people tend to value ensuring that everyone has equal opportunities and that they are all treated in the same way. In business, it must be assumed that employees will challenge managers without the slightest objection, and if there is any dispute, they will not hesitate to ignore the hierarchy and taking the matter to a higher level. Consensus and agreement take precedence, and conflict and imposition are avoided. Delegation is strong, and the manager works independently after reaching agreements regarding directions and goals. Thus, employees are also expected to take the initiative without consulting their managers. In the social sphere there is a greater openness and permeability, and external symbols of superiority are always avoided. 


The effects of this dimension explain the differences in many aspects of the professional and social world. Differences in the structure of businesses, in relationships with employees, in organisational structures and development plans, in decisionmaking processes and communication can largely be explained by the effect of this dimension, and the same is true of dayto-day social dealings. 


In France—particularly in Paris—you should be prepared to be asked frequently, “What university did you go to?” Initially, I thought this was just polite curiosity. But it’s not. If you have attended one of the key French colleges, you are someone. And if you have, then you know the “right” people. Sometimes, however, the question is more subtle. At some event, you may be asked whether you have left your car in the car park… If so, it means you do not have a chauffeur and may not be on the same level as those who do. Be prepared!! 


Let’s consider one more comment before we finish talking about France. As the reader may know, the national motto of the French Republic is egalité, fraternité, liberté. In my experience, egalité means equality of opportunities, and it is true that some effort is made in this regard. However, there is also a complete acceptance that having had equal opportunities, if you did take advantage of them, then you have every right to enjoy the benefits of your advantageous inequality; that is, your higher position. This is not a criticism, I merely consider it to be a fact. 


 


2.2. Second Dimension: Individualism-Collectivism 


 


Hofstede defines this dimension as “the degree to which the individuals of a society or organisation perceive themselves to be autonomous from its other members and free from pressure from the group to adapt to it.” The higher the score in this dimension, the higher the country’s level of individualism, which all the authors I have read consider to be fundamental. Individualism implies that the ties between individuals are not tight. 


Each person has to take care of him or herself. 


People are judged for what they are in themselves and by their individual contributions. Collectivism, on the other hand, occurs in societies where one belongs to a more or less broad group from the time one is born, and bonds of attachment are tight and last for life. The individual is judged for his or her role in the group. 


Hofstede’s study places Spain around the mean for the total sample. In Europe, the most individualistic society is the United Kingdom, followed by the Netherlands, Italy, Belgium, Denmark, Sweden, France, Finland, Spain, Greece and Portugal, in that order. So, although Spain stands around the middle of the global sample, if we compare the results only with other European countries, it ranks towards the bottom of the table. 


Individualism is greater in societies with higher per capita incomes. It is also negatively correlated with the “acceptance of inequality” index, and is usually lower in more agricultural societies where mobility between one class and another is more difficult (like in France). 


Hofstede conducted his study in the 1970s and I believe Spain has evolved a lot since then. Indeed, in later studies, such as Riding the Waves of Culture, Spain figures towards the top of the table. I also personally think that we are now amongst the most individualistic countries in Europe. It is certainly true that the English and Dutch may be more individualistic, but I think that Spaniards are becoming more and more independent in their lives and in their dealings with others. 


A culture’s degree of individualism mainly affects the business world in three areas: decision-making, the achievement of employee motivation, and organisations’ visions of themselves. 


In the decision-making process in collectivist societies, listening to what people think is crucial and it is always taken into consideration. Subsequently, what the majority says is usually agreed to. If someone disagrees, it is important to listen to them. There is an attempt to reach consensus by trying to respect all members affected by the decision and allowing anyone who has something to say to say it. The opposite happens in individualistic societies, where consensus is not as important. The person with power gets the final say. 


When it comes to motivation, less individualistic societies assign greater importance to “us”, and less to success or to individual recognition. 


Lastly, in organisational terms, in individualistic societies, organisations are instruments, and their members relate to each other through their individual interests in the “whole”. In contrast, in “collective” societies, organisations give the individual a meaning and a purpose that they do not have on an individual level. 


The more individualistic a society is, the more importance is attached to your results, what you have and what you earn. The more collectivist a society is, the more rules are valued, the more the best overall outcome for everyone prevails, the more the results of the group matter, and the more obligations you have to those around you. 


 


2.3. Third Dimension: Masculinity vs. Femininity 


 


Hofstede defines masculinity as “the degree to which a culture looks favourably on materialistic and aggressive behaviour”. The higher a country scores on this scale, the greater its “masculinity”. 


“Masculinity”, as a cultural dimension, is generally associated with the importance a culture gives to earning money, the importance of recognising a job well-done, the opportunity to advance socially and professionally, and the degree of challenge demanded from work. “Femininity”, on the other hand, is associated with the importance placed on having good relationships with people, cooperation, living in a nice place and having stability at work. In masculine societies, arrogance and self-confidence are assumed to be more important, whilst in more feminine societies, more importance is placed on cooperation and modesty. More masculine societies prioritise tasks over processes and relationships. In more feminine societies, it is the opposite. 


There are authors who approach this comparison in terms of competitiveness. Thus, “masculine” societies are “more competitive” and their members believe that competitiveness brings out the best in each individual. It doesn’t matter whether this means that other people lose out; what is important is being the one who has and achieves the most. On the other hand, “feminine” societies tend to be “collaborative”. Thus, quality of life and a balanced interrelation with others is what is considered important. Being in consensus and harmonywith others is also important. The motto is “one for all and all for one”. 


Hofstede’s study ranks Spain below the average for masculinity. In a European context, Spain is definitely close to the bottom of the scale, standing only above the Nordic countries and Portugal. I was surprised to see Spain in this position. 


I had expected us to be well above the average because of the prevailing machismo in our country. But the concept of masculinity does not necessarily have to do with machismo. 


Having a less masculine culture means that the culture has greater modesty, a greater sensitivity for weakness, and that there is a greater appreciation for quality of life rather than an obsession with work. The more “masculine” countries value “the great” more and tend to devalue “the little”. “Masculine” societies are less tolerant and more stressed, and the more masculine they are, the more they are concerned with achieving results, earning money, and rewarding achievement. 


How do the differences in this dimension affect relationships in particular? In life in general, and in the professional world, in particular, this difference in masculinity is a source of frequent confusion, and potentially, of conflict. In general terms, we need to be aware that this dimension explains the distinct visions of what urgency and stress levels are, and the difference in the obsession with earning money and achieving results. If the country you are planning to move to is among those with a lower score, the atmosphere at work will definitely be more relaxed, and more things will be left to the last minute. Priority will be given to quality of life. In contrast, in countries that score above the average, you will need to be prepared for greater levels of stress and pressure. 


 


I had developed a relationship with the head manager of one of the key supermarket chains in Lisbon. The weather was great that Saturday and I went to the shopping centre to buy some things before heading to the beach for the day. I was struck to see the manager of the shop working in the greengrocery section, helping to organise everything a little bit. But, because he was so involved in his business, I just thought that he considered it part of his own job to be a little “ready for action”. 


After doing my shopping, I went to the checkout and was again surprised to see the manager working there, at one of the tills. I went over to greet him, but he didn’t look like someone doing their job in a relaxed way. I greeted him, saying, “This is what you call being on the battlefield,” with a slight smile. He replied with a stressed look and no hint of a smile: “Don’t talk to me, more than 20 per cent of the employees have called in sick today.” “Why’s that?” I asked, and to my surprise, he said, “Look, Fede, it’s just because the weather is so good today; they call in saying that they are ill. They won’t earn anything today, but they’d rather spend the day at the beach…”. 


I believe that femininity is a gift, since it makes us humbler. That said, it is crucial to understand the degree of masculinity or femininity of our own culture and the culture we are going to. 


 


2.4. Fourth Dimension: Avoidance of Uncertainty 


 


This means “the degree to which a culture seeks to avoid uncertainty and ambiguity, in such a way that individuals prefer to interact with people and situations they are familiar with, before doing so with strangers”. The higher the score on this scale, the greater the desire to avoid uncertainty, and the greater the inconvenience caused to a society or culture when it does have to face it. This dimension might also be said to measure the extent to which the members of a culture feel threatened by uncertainty or the unknown. Hofstede’s study places Spain tenth on the list. Within Europe, Greece, Portugal, and Belgium all score higher than Spain. France scores the same as us and Germany and Finland are close behind. Norway, Britain, Sweden and Denmark are further down. 


In countries with a high “uncertainty avoidance” score, the population tends to be very active, and people live with high levels of anxiety. There is often a sense of urgency that is false (there are a lot of things to get done, but they may not necessarily get finished, or there are many meetings with few decisions made). At the same time, these societies tend to have a lot of rules, demanding that government regulate everything, even if it is ineffective at it. I think it is true that Spaniards tend to feel more comfortable in situations with less uncertainty, and this is logical in view of the country’s historical tradition, culture and religion. However, as in the case of individualism, I must accept that Spain may have moved in the opposite direction in recent years. 


There is one important point with regard to this dimension which should be mentioned. Our score on this scale may explain Spaniards’ general historical aversion to living and working abroad. Spanish people have, traditionally, not been predisposed to live with the uncertainty that an adventure of this kind involves, unless it was really necessary. 


In professional terms, societies that prefer to avoid uncertainty will tend to prefer stable jobs and careers, or at least tasks in which expectations are clear and unambiguous. The model is almost the same as that of a civil servant’s position, where there is no risk or uncertainty and where each position entails a determined and defined number of tasks. In contrast, change is seen as exciting in cultures where people live more comfortably with uncertainty. They expect direction from their managers, but they don’t want anyone to define their job. Faced with a situation of uncertainty, they feel excited and never anxious. 


That said, it is important to stress the relationship between a preference to escape uncertainty and comfort with risktaking. You may think that someone who feels uncomfortable in situations of uncertainty will prefer not to take risks, but the opposite often occurs. In many cases, in societies where people do not want uncertainty, they prefer to assume a great risk that will resolve their situation once and for all. To illustrate this, let me use Hofstede’s own example, related to driving. He says that in countries with the greatest aversion to uncertainty, people tend to drive faster and more dangerously. It is a way of escaping from the anxiety caused by the uncertainty of everyday life, and furthermore, it helps you feel “secure”. Because, deep down, people who drive this way “normally feel in control” when they are driving and this relaxes them. When I read this example, I finally found an explanation for why people drive like they do in Portugal, which is not only dangerous, but causes panic for anyone not used to it. Before finishing, I should say that I think there is a connection between acceptance of hierarchies and uncertainty avoidance. In my opinion, France is the most evident example of how the two dimensions are connected. 


 


“Fede, about this business of avoiding uncertainty,” said a colleague, when I started working in Paris, “France is the most representative example, and you only have to look at our national educational system to see it. Society features an almost perfect system where your future is determined by the school you attend. If you go to the right secondary school and later choose one of the Grandes Écoles, you practically don’t have to worry about your future. It is written that you will have a suitable place in society. In France in general, and in Paris in particular, if you live in the right neighbourhood you can go to the right secondary school and, from there, to the right Grande École. And all of this in a country which supposedly cherishes equality, freedom, and fraternity as its model values.” 


 


It is not within the scope of this book to judge whether the French system is egalitarian or not, but I believe that France is one of the best examples of how a society ensures that (some of) its individuals avoid uncertainty. 


This dimension will significantly affect how “change” is perceived in a society. Furthermore, it affects how a manager who comes from “outside the system” is received in the society. It affects how the “foreign” and “unknown” are accepted as compared to the “local” and “known”. 


 


2.5. Fifth Dimension: Linearity-Multilinearity, The Valuing of Time 


 


Individuals may act either in a linear or a multilinear fashion. The first group encompasses cultures in which people prefer to do just one task at a time. In these cultures, organising, planning, prioritising and developing plans that will not fall through, are all valued and rewarded. Nothing is ever begun until the previous task is finished. The second group consists of those cultures in which it is perfectly normal for people to do several things at the same time. People are more important than tasks. In these cultures, people tend to talk more and do more than one thing at a time. Clear examples of the first group are Germany, Switzerland and Sweden, whilst Portugal and Spain are examples of the second group. 


It is vital to understand where the society in which you are going to live and work falls. Many of the conflicts or confusion I personally faced in my experience in Sweden were due to this distinct perception of activity. We will see them in more detail when we talk about the world of work, but it has to be said that most instances of culture shock are due to the simple fact that each culture is programmed differently. Differences in this dimension cause us conflict and irritation in a number of ways that we must be aware of: the importance or non-importance of respecting time, in general, and other people’s time, in particular; the areas in which cultures are patient or not, the ability to listen, and the types of response to extreme situations, as well as the acceptance or non-acceptance of tasks in addition to those previously agreed to. 


Additionally, we need to bear in mind that different cultures have different notions of time. Some countries are hastier, others a lot more laid-back. Understanding the importance attached to time is fundamental. It affects how people react when faced with delays, the patience they show in their dayto-day lives, the pressure they might put on other people, and how they react when faced with delays in a project or in any decision-making process. 


A country like Portugal, for example, has a more relaxed view of time, in general: destiny is calmly accepted, and they simply see life in a calmer manner. Spain is neither at the extreme of always making the most of time, nor at the extreme of productivity, but it belongs to the multitasking group. Northern European societies are at the extreme, where making the most of time is almost compulsory. Everything is planned, one’s own time and that of others is a valuable commodity, and wasting it is considered a social faux pas. Arriving late is seen as a transgression, and each person’s time is almost regarded as a precious treasure. 


All the above can be seen continually in everyday life, and we need to pay attention to it. Let’s look at an example. 


 


We were in the queue at the supermarket, doing our endof-the-month shopping. The store was full of people and the queues were never-ending. I don’t know why, but for me, in particular, these situations always put me on edge. You don’t know how long it’s going to take you to get out of that place. You spend much more time than you consider necessary to do something as simple as buying food, but in the end, it’s something you have to do. 


We didn’t have any cash on us and, as a result, I was even more stressed, fearing that our card wouldn’t work and that we would have to leave our shopping there while we looked for an ATM. When all our items were already on the check-out belt, Bego said to me, “Fede, you’ve got the wrong yoghurt”. “Oh, no!” I thought. The dairy section was at the back of the store. Just the thought of having to change the yoghurt seemed very stressful. Bego also thought it wasn’t worth going back, either because of the expression on my face or because she was afraid of the reaction of the other people in the queue if we made them wait while we swapped the yoghurt. So, she said to the cashier, “We’re not taking these, we picked up the wrong ones”. The cashier, surprised, answered: “Don’t worry, ma’am, you can go and change them”. Bego and I looked at her as if to say: “But how are we going to make all these people wait?” 


I promise there were more than fifteen people behind us with trolleys that were even fuller than ours. We looked at the rest of the queue as if saying to each other: “Is it worth it?” But, defying our expectations, they encouraged us to go and change the yoghurt. It was like an Olympic race. But when I returned, gasping for breath, the people looked at me as if to say, “Why did you run so hard, there’s no need…”. 


The same thing can be seen on innumerable occasions when you have to wait in queues to prepay in bars, or at the enormous queues for cash machines, not to mention the queues in the cafés in shopping centres. Spanish people would simply decide to have their coffee later, or not at all. Portuguese people will generally wait with a unique sense of patience. 


 


When you reach your “new destination”, you will have to carefully observe the society’s sensitivity towards time, in general, and the individual’s time. Respecting the local value placed on time in all its dimensions is essential. 


 


2.6. Sixth Dimension: Universalism vs. Particularism 


 


A particularist culture is one in which an individual prioritises relationships over rules. In this regard, such societies accept that there are particular exceptions to the rules. For example, imagine that you are with a friend when they collide with a second vehicle driving at 50 km/h in a 30 km/h zone. The police arrive and ask what speed your friend was travelling at. In a particularist society, you would say that your friend was doing 30 km/h. In such cultures, people believe that there can be exceptions to the rules; the individual’s interest takes priority. In a universalist culture, the individual thinks that what is valid for one is valid for all. There are no exceptions, and asking for an exception to be made may even be considered, to some extent, offensive. From my point of view, Sweden might be considered an extreme example of this type of culture. What is deemed socially acceptable for everyone has no exceptions. In the example of the accident, the companion would, invariably, say that he thought his friend was driving above the speed limit, and his friend would not be offended! 
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