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Managing Culture

Are you ready fo dance uill unlpes i
iriferrrrhi el |lrll.,'|.ur.'_'.l||'|:|l|1':"

Ynu ARE IN A F'OREIGH LAMD
and faced with the challenge of
el f-preservation and conducting busi-
mess successtully, Your corporate head-
quarters doesn’t know of the incredible
challenges facing your You have had Iit-
tle preparation for vour assignment and
have o idea if local managers will sup-
port or subvert you. What do you do?
This story might sound familiar. You
have ether expericnced it yoursel,
heard of a colleague who was in a simi-
lar situation, or =w it in & movie. The
miovie, *Dances With Waolves”, featur-
Ing Kevin Costner, looked at how peo-
ple cope with such a challenge. The
movie serves ag a metaphor for elarify-
ing the challenges we face when brying
to do our job in a foreign crvironment
while managing cultural differences.
This situation is like the relationship
between the visiting expatriate and
loxcal national manager in the multina-
tional organization. The question is:
Will the relationship between the expa-
triate and local manager end In miustual
respect or in contempt and distrust?
Multinatismal corporations world-
wide are filled with managers who fear
dealing with the management of culboral
differences—the diverse set of assump-
tioms and expectations people from dif-
ferent backgrounds bring into the
workplace, When locally-hired employ-
eeq and expatriate, or headquarters-
based, employeed are combined, there
Ane many opportmities for misunder-
standing, frustration, and lost business.
Muoest managers in multina Gonal
Hrms fall into one of two categories:
they deny cultune & an lssue, and refuse

b talk about differences because they
worry that talk of differences will drive
their multicultural workforce apart or,
they are cithoer afraid o facklo the issue,
too busy with "more important” [ssues,
or don't know where to begin.

Four Vital Areas

W encourage youl to kook at four
ancas when assessing your approach to
managing culbure:

1. Cowsequentces of sl sutrugging cil-
ture. Look for a distinct lack of timely
information sharing, derogatory name

o . p

inability to enter a new market, loss of
market share, lack of trust betw'een you
and your cultural counterparts, inability
o recruit and retain quality emplovess,
low productivity; lawsuits from disgrun-
tled employees.

For example, one U.5.-based multing-
tonal corporation suffered a high turn-
over rate, in several countries, both from
melocated American expatriate managers
and locally rocruited managers, The
American expatriates retumed o the
L5 prematunely and some keft the com-
pany. Mone hied received any prepara-
ticn about the impact of cultural
differences on their jobs or lives, Local
managers complained of a lack of Hmely
information from the 115, headquarters
and opposed the LS, “company way™ of
dealing with customers,

2, Common defenses nsed to justify
ot mraagtivg eultune: "I we focus on

differences, it will drive us apart.” "Cul-
bure diowsn 't mather—we're all human
and have the same goal.” “Language is
the only barrier—if wo could speak their
language, there would be no misunder-
standings." "I | become too effective in
thig culture, | run the risk of belng allen-
ated by the home office.”

Ther argument that “all people amne
motivated by the same things™ was dis-
plled in the company that Insisted all
sales people be compensated on the LS.
model of 50 percent commission and 50
peroent salary, The Japanese wanted 100
percent salary, The eveniual compromise
was 30 percent salary and 20 pescent com-
misslon. Even at this, the Japanese sales
staff was so demotivated that sales vol-
wmie aned miarket share eroded, After three
years, the Americans accepted the origi-
nal, 100 percent salary compensation. This
delay in trusting the local, Japanese man-
apers cost the LS. company hundneds of
millions of dollars of lost revenue.

3 Attitndies wnd skills necessary for
rmaging cultire: Being open to clarifying
with your colleagues the assumptions,
expectations, and behaviom vou consider
"commaon sense,” Ane they the same? Be
willing to break some rules considered by
headquarters to be "sacred cows.” Be
willing to learn mansgement and com-
munication skills considered effective in
the target culture and practioe them,

Ome Japanese corporation with exten-
sive US. operations devoled one vear by
developing & set of values for doing busi-
nose in ways that respected bath cultiines.
This blending of values resulbed in a syn-
ergy that improved operations, manage-
ment-crvplovee relations, recrulting, and
customer service.

4. Benefits of mawaging cultre,
Bevelop allics among the local managers,
Increase market shane. Enjoy a successful
terrm as a manager in a forelgn country or
on a project in which you deal with man-
agers from other countrics

The opportunities to put these ideas
inbo practioe are many; and the benefits
of managing oultural differences, com-
pared to the consequences of not manag-
ing them, should convinee you to deal
wisely with cultural issucs, Where do
wyou stand? EE
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