Producing ‘Global’ Managers Through The
Teaching of Cross-Cultural Differences In
Business Schools : An Insider Perspective

Richa Dhar*

Abstract

“Culture is the way in which a group of people solves problems
and reconciles dilemmas.”
E. Schein
Culture is a set of mutually agreed upon manners that every
society follows. Whenever an individual is presented in a different
environment and atmosphere a lot of unforeseen situations may
happen .Some of these are funny while some can be very
embarrassing .Therefore, an understanding of different cultures
has become a must in today’s global lifestyle. Cross cultural
understanding becomes all the more important in the business
world. Most of the companies grow by expanding their horizons
and spreading their wings in different countries. Understanding
the other country’s culture (language, customs, etiquette, and
people) not only facilitates communication in business but also
builds bridges between the foreign companies and the local
employees.

India is fast becoming the centre for global business with new
multinationals from every field of business vying to enter the
Indian market. Another important trend is the hiring of employees
from all over the world. Therefore, to succeed in international
markets, sales managers, sales teams and HR managers need to
understand how such factors as geography, culture, etiquette,
society, people and languages impact on business. In this scenario,
itbecomes essential that the M.B.A. professionals produced by our
business schools produce be aware of the cross cultural differences
and also competent enough to adjust to these differences to achieve
their business goals.

In order to develop a better cross cultural understanding
among our students, it is important that we make the teaching of
cross-cultural communication an important part of our curriculum
and also a feature of our classroom activities. An ideal situation
would be the possibility of our students to interact with students
and people from different countries .Another way of developing
cross cultural understanding among our future managers is by
modifying our pedagogy and developing interest of students in all
cross-cultural issues through classroom teaching. And this can be
best done by the communication skills or soft skills departmentin a
business school. Therefore, in our paper, we will attempt to present
the importance of cross cultural issues for business management
students and the various methods and activities that have been
and can be used within the classroom to develop a deeper
understanding of cross cultural differences and produce real
‘global’ managers for the future.
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1. Introduction

Cross cultural communication has become the most talked about
and one of the highly valued skill and ability in today’s
globalised business world.Cross cultural understanding is a
very more important in the business world. Most of the
companies grow by expanding their horizons and spreading
their wings in different countries. Understanding the other
country’s culture (language, customs, etiquette, and people) not
only facilitates communication in business but also builds
bridges between the foreign companies and the local employees.
Lack of preparation on the cultural level can make even giant
companies to face failure.

1.1 Asmall casestudy

An example of the trans —cultural failure is the failure of Wal-
Mart retail giants in Germany. Lets have a quick look of what
went wrong with Wal-Mart in Germany. Wal-Mart started with
an aggressive global expansion strategy. In 1997 it bought
Wertkauf, a leading retail chain. Later it acquired Interspar in
1998. Wal-Mart wanted to jump-start its European presence. In
case of Wal-Mart the qualities or strategies that made it
successful in US, were the one’s that caused its failure in
Germany.
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1.2 Wal-Mart’s Mistakes

During their launch in the German market, they did not pay
enough attention to the differences in customer behaviour in
Germany when compared to its US customers. The question is
exactly what went wrong? How can the qualities like a fully
owned distribution network, standardized store layouts, warm
& welcoming employees who greet customers, and standardized
ERP systems, can be the cause of failure? Let’s look at each of the
points one by one. Wal-Mart stores are designed for customers
who are willing to spend lot of time shopping. But in Germany,
the shopping hours are shorter: Shops close by 5 PM on
weekdays, and no shopping on Sundays. This meant that
customers don’t have the habit of spending lots of time in a store -
wandering around for the things they need. Coupled with this
problem, German customers do not like to be assisted by Wal-
Mart’s friendly store assistants. Germans prefer to do their own
search for bargains. Wal-Mart got its store merchandising
wrong: Germans like to see the advertised discount products
upfront - without having to ask the store assistant. This implies
that the discount products must be placed at the eye level.
Instead Wal-Mart chose to use its US style merchandise display
strategy - where premium priced products are kept at eye level
and discount products are kept at higher shelf or in the bottom
racks. This irritated the German shoppers. Wal-Mart also got its
store inventory wrong, Wal-Mart stocked its store with clothes,
hardware, electronics and other non-food products were given
much bigger floor space than food products, as a result more
than 50% of the revenue was from non-food products. But other
German retailers stock more of food products. For example for
Metro, food products constitute more than 75% of the revenue.
The biggest mistake of Wal-Mart was to ignore the local culture,
local buying habits and impose an American boss on its German
operations. The first head of German operations was an expat
from the USA - who did not understand Germany or its culture
and insisted that all business operations be carried out in English
language.

Thus the reasons that caused the Wal-Mart failure could have
been avoided with a better study of the consumer needs and
comfort Openness to the cross cultural differences and
sensitivity towards the needs and comfort of the customer and
employees. Evenlanguage became a hindrance.

When we say , cross cultural differences we need to understand
whatis the meaning of culture and what areas of it do the modern
managers need to be aware and alert about the most.

2. The Aim of the Paper

Therefore this paper aims at discussing the importance of cross

cultural understanding and empowering the management

students with the skill and understanding of different cultures.

This paper aims at answering the following questions-

1. Need for teaching cross cultural differences in the business
schools?

2. What activities and methods can be used to develop the
understanding of different cultures?

3. Culture and its Dimensions

In anthropology culture is described as “a way of life of a group
of people...the stereotyped patterns of learning behaviour,
which are handed down from one generation to the next through
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the means of language and imitation.” Another definition of

culture can be “the shared ways in which groups of people

understand and interpret the world.” In fact in their book

"Culture: A critical review of concepts and definitions", Alfred

Kroeber and Clyde Kluckhohn compiled a list of 164 definitions

of "culture". However in this maze of various interpretations and

definitions of culture, there are two basic features that are
important for today’s mangers to understand-

* an integrated pattern of human knowledge, belief, and
behavior that depends upon the capacity for symbolic
thoughtand social learning.

® the set of shared attitudes, values, goals, and practices that
characterizes an institution, organization or group.

With the globalization of world economy, every other company
trying to expand its business outside Study of cross cultural
differences has become one of the most researched areas.

One of these researchers is Edward Hall. He differentiates one
culture from another by the style each one communicates
(Schneider & Barsoux, 2003). Some cultures, where the message
is explicit, are low-context (Germans, Scandinavian countries).
Such culture are characterized by flexible in-groups and
outgroups. On the other hand, in high-context cultures (Japan,
Arab countries) the message is unclear and it's difficult to be
entered if the person is an outsider. Fro example making eye
contact with a senior or elderly is not appreciated. In fact it is
taken as a challenge to authority. Whereas, in the west making an
eye contact is amark of self confidence.

In Japan you should not refill your own glass, your partner will
do that for you, and you are supposed to do it for him.

Most of the Asian and Arabian countries have a very strong
system of hierarchy and the concept of individualism is not much
practiced as in America.

These differences though minute can make or break a business
deal and cost accompany tons of money.

To understand these differences among various countries Geert
Hofstede developed four cultural dimensions namely, power
distance, individualism, uncertainty avoidance and
masculinity. To this list he later added another dimension called
long term orientation.

Power distance is the emotional distance between superiors and
subordinates. It's concerned with a society's level of inequality.
Individualism, the opposite of collectivism, is the extent to which
an individual belongs to a group. In individualistic countries,
such as USA, everybody is responsible for himself. On the
contrary, in collectivistic societies, such as Korea, the individual
is protected by the group. Uncertainty avoidance deals with how
comfortable people feel about unknown situation, their tolerance
for ambiguity. Masculinity, the opposite of femininity, is the
degree to which there is a traditional masculine work role model
of male achievement, control, and power. A High Masculinity
ranking indicates the country experiences a high degree of
gender differentiation. In these cultures like Japan with a
masculine dimension as high as 95 (Table 1), males dominate a
significant portion of the society and power structure, with
females being controlled by male domination.
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The last dimension that Geert presented was Long-Term
Orientation (LTO) focuses on the degree the society embraces, or
does not embrace long-term devotion to traditional, forward
thinking values. High Long-Term Orientation ranking indicates
the country prescribes to the values of long-term commitments
and respect for tradition. This is thought to support a strong
work ethic where long-term rewards are expected as a result of
today's hard work. However, business may take longer to
develop in this society, particularly for an "outsider". Such as
Chinall8 (Table 1) A Low Long-Term Orientation ranking
indicates the country does not reinforce the concept of long-term,
traditional orientation. In this culture, change can occur more
rapidly as long-term traditions and commitments do not become
impediments to change like Canada 23, Britain 25 etc.These
countries are more open to outsiders and welcome positive
changes.

These dimensions by Geert can be useful while deciding upon
countries to do business with and how to modify the
management style and policies to make the business proposition
asuccess.

Table : 1 Hofstede’s Dimension of Culture Scales

Power Uncertainty Long term
Country Distance |Individualism |Avoidance |Masculinity |orientation
[Arab countries | 80 | 38 [ e [ 53 |
[Argentina | 49 | 46 [ 86 [ 56 |
|Australia [ 36 | 90 [ 51 [ el [ =3
|Austria [ 11 | 55 [ 70 [ 7 |
[Belgium [ 65 | 75 [ a4 [ 4 |
[Brazil [ 60 | 38 [ 76 [ [ 65
[Canada [ 39 | 80 [ w8 [ = [ 23
[chile [ e | 23 [ 86 [ 28 |
arina || ]
Mainland 118
[Colombia | 67 | 13 [ 80 [ &
[CostaRica | 35 | 15 [ 86 [ 2 |
[Denmark [ 18 | 74 [ 23 [ 16 |
[East Africa | 64 | 27 [ 52 [ & |
[Equador [ 78 | 8 [ 7 | e |
[Finland [ 33 | 63 [ 59 [ 2 |
[France [ 68 | 71 [ 8 [ |
[Germany FR | 35 | 67 [ &5 [ 66 [ 31
|Great Britain | 35 | 89 [ 35 | 66 [ 25
[Greece [ 60 | 35 [ 112 [ &7 |
|Guatemala | 95 | 6 | 101 | 37 |
[HongKong | 68 | 25 [ 29 [ &7 [ 9
[india [ 77 48 [ 40 [ s [ et
[Indonesia [ 78 | 14 [ a8 | 46 |
[fran [ 58 | 41 [ 50 | |
[freland [ 28 | 70 [ 35 [ e |
[tsrael [ 13 | 54 [ &1 [ |
[ttaly [ 50 | 76 [ 7 [ 7 |
[Jamaica [ 45 | 39 [ 1 [ e
[lapan [ 54 | 46 [ 2 [ % [ &
[Malaysia [ 104 | 26 [ 3 [ 50 |
[Mexico [ 81 | 30 [ & [ e |
[Netherlands | 38 | 80 [ s [ 1 [
[New Zealand | 22 | 79 [ [ 88 [ 30
[Norway T 69 [ 50 | 8 |
[Pakistan [ 55 | 14 [ 70 [ 50 |

|Panama | 95 | 11 | 86 | |
[Peru [ 64 | 16 [ &7 [ w2
[Philippines | 94 | 32 [ a4 | e [ 19
[Poland | | | | [ =2
|Portugal | 63 | 27 | 104 | 31 |
[salvador [ 66 | 19 [ a4 [ a0 |
|Singapore | 74 | 20 | 8 | 48 | 48
[South Africa | 49 | 65 [ o9 [ e |
[SouthKorea | 60 | 18 (T ™ [ 75
[Spain [ 57 | 51 [ 8 | a |
[sweden T 71 [ 20 5 [ 33
[switzerland | 34 | 68 [ 8 [ 7 |
[Taiwan [ 58 | 17 [ 60 | 45 | &
[Thailand [ 64 | 20 [ e¢ [ 3 [ 6
[Turkey [ 66 | 37 [ & | s |
[Uruguay [ o1 | 36 [ 100 | 38 |
[usa [ 40 | 91 [ 46 | e [ 2
[Venezuela | 81 | 12 [ 7 | 7 |
[West Africa | 77 | 20 [ s¢ [ 4 [ 16
[Yugostavia | 76 | 27 [ 88 [ 2 |

Source- http:/ /spectrum.troy.edu/~vorism/hofstede. htm

4. Areas of Cultural Differences in Various Countries

Along with these dimensions that decide the preferences and
balance of the society, there are also certain social etiquettes and
norms that every society follows. The differences in these are
major source of problems when people try to communicate. A
well researched business plan with a great product specially
designed to serve the needs of the customers in that country can
still fail if there is any type of communication gap or
misunderstanding due to cultural differences .For instance in a
business meeting between an American and a Japanese a lot of
cultural misunderstandings can happen as both come from very
different cultures. An overenthusiastic American manager can
spoil the game by being too friendly or direct in his approach. In
Asian countries like Japan, direct requests are taken as an
immature or insulting gesture.

Communication is not only about the way a society thinks or
lives, it is also how the individual’s behavior and actions are
perceived.

These areas can be divides into the following types-

4.1 BodyLanguage

This includes the body movement, positioning, eye contact etc.
Body language is a very important part of non-verbal
communication. When people from across the countries sit
together for a meeting a lot is done and undone through their
body language. Therefore an understanding of what is
acceptable in different cultures and what is not in today’s
globalised world. For example Japanese bow during
introduction, whereas Germans stand straight. A Japanese will
avoid eye contact, whereas an American ora Europeanitwillbea
sign of confidence, trustworthiness and interest.

An American will give a firm handshake, while Chinese people
who do not like much physical contact might give a handshake
which might appear as weak. Thus a mere introduction will vary
from a handshake to hugging (Arabian countries).
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Use of various body parts is also a part of communication. But
what is acceptable in one culture may not be so in another. Like a
lot of hand movements are notliked by Chinese.

InMaldives raising an eyebrow means Yes.
The “ok” sign very common for us is terribly rude in countries
like Russia, Germany and Brazil.

For instance, touching a woman in public not acceptable in many
countries.

Even something, as positive as a smile, can be perceived as a sign
of weakness in some situations (like bargaining) in cultures like
Africa.

4.2 Time

It is a very important factor in any business or social meeting.
Every society has its own concept of time and it is important for
an outsider to get a good grasp of it. Japanese people are very
punctual and expect the same from other people too. Getting late
is mark of disrespect and lack of interest in their culture. While a
strong contrast to their culture are Middle east countries, where
the concept of time is ploychronic.It is more relaxed, in fact
arriving late in some cultures is a sign of an important person.

But the value of time should be appreciated and students should
be taught to value time and its importance.

4.3 Space

It is the sense of space or the distance that people like to keep
from others to feel comfortable. For example, North Americans
view personal space as a right and respect other people’s
personal space too. In contrast to this in some Arabian and South
American cultures people stand close to each other.

4.4 Frankness

Itis an important point to remember while dealing with a person
from a different culture. In some countries like US people are
frank in their views. They make direct request or express them in
a straight forward manner. Whereas, in Asian countries like
Japan frankness can be viewed as rudeness.

When President George Bush went to Japan with Lee Iacocca and
other American business magnates, and directly made explicit
and direct demands on Japanese leaders, they violated Japanese
etiquette. To the Japanese (who use high context language) it is
considered rude and a sign of ignorance or desperation to lower
oneself to make direct demands. Some analysts believe it
severely damaged the negotiations and confirmed to the
Japanese that Americans are barbarians.

4.5 Intimacy of Relationship

In many cultures the social hierarchy is clearly defined. In
Middle East, the social hierarchy is very clearly defined. This
difference in the attitude about the class status is also illustrated
by the familiarity in the address. For instance some Americans
are quick to use first names as address, whereas in British and
German cultures this is done only for long term acquaintances.

Also the relationship of seniors and juniors also differs. For
instance in Latin Americas the culture approves of a dominant
boss and weak juniors following the orders.
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4.6 Expression of Emotions

This is another area where culture and people differ. In some
culture like Japan, display of emotions is not appreciated.
Whereas in Middle East sorrow is expressed by loud wailing, on
the other hand, an American will express happiness with a lot of
Vigor but will react with subdued or controlled emotions while
inamourning.

4.7 Compliments

Giving or receiving compliments is also an art that is different for
people from different cultures. In Japanese culture if someone is
praised for his hard work, the person will react in the negative by
saying something like-I am not all hardworking. Whereas
Americans are quiet open and loud about complimenting others.
Also if someone passes a comment, in some cultures not reacting
is a silent treatment that shows, I am not interested or it is not
appreciated, whereas some people might take silence as a sign of
approval. To void such misunderstandings, it is important to
understand the cultures of the people one is dealing with.

4.8 Language

Last but not the least; language is an important cross cultural
difference which possibly causes the most miscommunication
sin the world.

For instance, a sales woman in Mexico was to promote a soft
drink called Fresca. She was surprised that her sales pitch was
greeted with laughter, and later embarrassed when she learned
that Fresca is slang for "lesbian."

Language miscommunications can also take when both the
parties are talking in the same language. For example-

American medical containers were distributed in Great Britain
and caused quite a stir. The instructions to "Take off top and push
in bottom," innocuous to Americans, had very strong sexual
connotations to the British.

5. Methodologies to Teach Cultural Differences in a
Classroom

India is fast becoming the centre for global business with new
multinationals from every field of business vying to enter the
Indian market. Another important trend is the hiring of
employees from all over the world. Therefore, to succeed in
international markets, sales managers, sales teams and HR
managers need to understand how such factors as geography,
culture, etiquette, society, people and languages impact on
business.

In this scenario, it becomes essential that the M.B.A.
professionals that our business schools produce should be aware
of the cross cultural differences and also competent enough to
adjust to these differences to achieve their business goals.

In order to prepare our management students to face these cross-
cultural barriers, it is important that they should develop a
positive attitude towards other cultures. Anything that is
different should not be looked upon as wrong. Study of Cross-
Cultural differences should be made a part of the Soft skill
curriculum.
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The best way to develop this skill is by interacting with people
from different parts of the world. Social networking sites like
Facebook canbe really effective method of doing so.

Another could be by organizing exchange programs with
colleges in other countries. Many schools and colleges in India
are already doing this. In Asia Pacific Institute of Management
we have an exchange program with a French university.
Students from both the colleges visit each others countries and
also study for a few months.

Along with international exposure certain classroom activities
canalso help in the achieving of this goal.

5.1 Comparative Study

Students can be asked to make projects where they compare and
study one or more cultural dimensions in Geert Hofstede ‘s table
in different countries.

5.2 Case Studies

They should be presented the case studies and asked to find out
the cultural reasons of the failure and success of that company in
thenew country.

There can be various case studies of such nature —
1) Thereasons for the failure of Wal-Martin Germany.

5.3 Presentations

They can be asked to make presentations on the social, political
and economic issues faced by different countries. These can then
be discussed in the class and other students should be motivated
to express their views and support them with facts.

5.4 Documentaries
Documentaries about various countries, their culture and
business style should be shown to the students.

5.5 Cultural Events

Some cultural events celebrating the festivals of different
countries, or fashion show where students can get to dress in the
traditional dresses of other countries can be organized to make it
interesting. A food festival can help them understand the eating
habits and dining etiquettes of other cultures.

5.6 Languages

Having a good knowledge of other languages is an added
advantage. But the important thing is to have a good command
over English which has become the lingua franca of the business
world today.

6. Conclusion

Cross-border, Cross-cultural business is a challenge even for the
biggest companies. Companies have to be sensitive to the local
cultures and tailor their offerings to local market. And most
important of all have employees who are flexible and have good
understanding different cultures. The aim of the B-Schools today
should be to create global mangers. For this, we will have to
prepare them for the International business scene. This paper’s
aim was to highlight the need of the cross cultural understanding
for the future mangers and the ability, the areas that should be
worked upon and the activities that can help in developing this
understanding among the young business professionals.
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