OCTOBER 1992 $20

TRAINING TODAY

SMOOTHING OUT
CULTURAL
MISUNDERSTANDINGS

lrhe American employees at NEC Elec-
tronics Inc.’s American base in Rose-
ville, CA, were confused. NEC is a
Japanese-owned company and the
American workers could make no sense
of some of the behavior of their
Japanese coworkers.

The Americans were puzzled by sev-
eral things, reports Doug Lipp, a staff
human resources consultant for NEC
Electronics: “Why do the Japanese al-
ways criticize my work and never offer
praise?” “When | give a presentation to
the Japanese, they never ask questions;
and I don’t know if they understand me,
agree with me or just don't care.”

Likewise, Lipp says, Japanese work-
ers couldn’t understand their American
counterparts: “Why do Americans set
unreasonably low goals so they can eas-
ily meet them? Sometimes I think
they only want to do the minimum
amount of work without trying too
hard.”

These sorts of problems are not un-
common at U.S. branches of Japanese
corporations. To reduce the confusion,
NEC developed two training programs:

one course for Japanese employees
wanting to improve communication
with their American coworkers, and an-
other—called Business Relations With
the Japanese (BRW])—to help the
Americans. An evaluation conducted on
the latter course indicates that the train-
ing is indeed helpful.

BRW] is a 16-hour program that
teaches intercultural communication
skills, cultural relativity (why lists of
do’s and don'ts aren't as simple as they
seem), and Japanese styles of decision
making, conflict resolution and motiva-
tion. For employees who will visit Japan
on business, the course also covers
“survival skills™ language, health, safe-
ty, transportation, lodging, and so on.
The program is led by a Japanese wom-
an and an American man, both of whom
are fluent in English and Japanese. A
combination of experiential training
techniques, critical incidents and role
plays followed by debriefing sessions
are used to increase awareness of cul-
tural differences and openness to unfa-
miliar management styles. Since BRW]
was developed, 155 of NEC's American
employees—production operators, en-
gineers, technicians and managers—
have participated.

To gauge the effectiveness of the
BRW] program, NEC first developed a

set of pre- and posttests that measure | =

employees’ knowledge of key inter-
cultural communication strategies and
how to use them on the job. The tests
take about 10 minutes to complete.
Participants from a control group and a
test group (the latter attending the
BRW] program) scored about the same
on the pretest, but participants who
completed the BRW] course scored
more than twice as high on the posttest.
Evidently, the key learning points had
sunk in.

Later, NEC followed up with a survey
to determine how well skills learned in
BRW] were transferred to the job. Ev-
ery one of the 155 participants claimed
an enhanced ability to work effectively
with the Japanese. And in a companion
survey of some Japanese workers,
Americans who had participated in
BRW] were rated significantly more
productive than Americans who had
not.
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