Succeed with Culture Know-How

en Strategies for
Success Abroad

by Kate Berardo

Working across cultures requires a di-
verse skill set and a different approach
from business in general. When bridg-
ing cultures both similar and foreign to
your own, certain strategies are crucial
to international business success. Here
are ten strategies for interacting with
people from different cultures.

© Learn about the business beforehand.
This general business strategy becomes
increasingly important when dealing with
businesses across cultures. Get on their
website, check out their promotional mate-
rial. Get a feel for the atmosphere, atti-
tude, and angle that the business has.
Many cultural factors are passed down
from the societal level to businesses.
However, each organization will have its
own culture, personality, and way of doing
things.

® Observe.

Because your mind is processing a lot of
information in new environments, your ob-
servation skills when working across cul-
tures may be flooded or unfocused. Keep
your observation skills engaged and alert
to elements that will help you do business.
Notice how people act, dress, and treat
each other. Especially if you come from a
culture that emphasizes verbal communi-
cation, make a point of looking for mes-
sages that are conveyed without being
said. Being able to read a situation will
greatly improve your ability to have a suc-
cessful meeting.

© Ask questions.
Many people don’t want to reveal how little
they know about other cultures, so they
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don’t ask questions. Ultimately, they limit
their ability to work in other cultures. Ques-
tions show you are interested in your col-
league’s culture. This interest and
consideration helps build your relationship,
which is especially important if your culture
has a reputation for trying to culturally
dominate others (e.g. the U.S.). Demon-
strate that you are working to create syn-
ergy between your cultures with questions.
In doing so, you create room for the mis-
takes you may make; people are more
willing to look past cultural blunders if they
know you are trying to learn about the cul-
ture you are working with.

© Stay aware of yourself.

Some people feel like they have some-
what of an out-of-body experience when in
cross-cultural situations because they are
focused on everything new outside of
themselves. There can be so much going
on around you that you forget to focus on
yourself as well. Take advantage of down
time (and make time for it) so you can get
in touch with your body and feelings.
What's your gut feeling? Where is it com-
ing from? This process can help you feel
more grounded and secure in your experi-
ence abroad.

© Allow for more time.

Working across cultures takes more time.
Communication may be slowed and logis-
tics may be different. You may be working
with a culture with a different concept of
time altogether. Expect most things to take
longer than they would when dealing with
a business from your same culture or
country. Also give yourself more time to
process all the information before making
decisions.

® Look for individual differences.

Overviews of cultures are meant to be
guidelines only. Individuals may have val-
ues and behaviors that vary greatly from
those of their native culture. Many people
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make the mistake of trying to fit people
they are working with into cultural molds,
when often they don’t fit. People’s values
and behaviors are influenced in part by
their culture, but also by their background,
experiences, and personality. Be careful
not to attribute too much of what you ob-
serve to a cultural difference.

@ Find the humor.

Humor heals and helps you through diffi-
cult situations. Travel can be stressful, as
can new environments and change in
general. This stress can limit both your
flexibility and your ability to handle cross-
cultural situations. Combat stress with
humor. Be able to step away (at least
mentally) from situations and find the hu-
mor in them.

® Learn to tolerate uncertainty.

This is an essential skill, and one that can
be extremely difficult for people from some
cultures where directness and exactness
are valued (e.g. Germany, the US). There
will be a great deal of unknowns when do-
ing business across cultures. Definitive,
concrete answers may not always be
given, especially if you are working with a
culture with a high tolerance for uncer-
tainty. Focus on what you can determine
and try to let go of minor details that are
unclear. (Similarly, if you come from a cul-
ture that doesn’t place a high value on ex-
actness and are working with someone
from a culture that does, try to provide
clarification and details when possible.)

© Go early.

If your meeting is face-to-face and you’ll
be traveling abroad, go a few days before
your scheduled meeting. Give yourself
time to adjust; you will have to deal with
physical adjustments (jet lag, different
foods) as well as a number of cultural ad-
justments as well. These changes can be
overwhelming and should be spread out to
make them manageable. Give yourself
time to adjust physically and then your
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mind will be better able to make cultural
adjustments that are essential for success.

(O Build your intercultural skills.

When working with people from different
cultures, you need a solid understanding
of the norms of that culture. You also need
communication skills and business strate-
gies that can be applied across cultures.
The items listed above reflect some of the
necessary skills for intercultural work in
general. However, individuals need to fur-
ther their intercultural competence based
on their own situations and needs.

To determine what skills you need to
develop, reflect on past intercultural ex-
periences (for people with limited experi-
ence abroad, think of experiences working
and interacting with people and groups dif-
ferent from you). When do you become
uncomfortable, rigid, or shut down? What
mistakes have you made in the past?
Commit yourself to continually developing
the skills that will help you in similar situa-
tions in the future.

View your experiences with different
cultures as a trajectory, rather than a
string of individual experiences. Link the
different experiences you have and you
can link the personal development and
learning that comes with them. <
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