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Introduction 

What makes some international managers highly successful 
whereas others struggle with basic everyday activities? If we 
are all so ‘global’ nowadays, what makes some of us more 
international than others? It’s not the number of airmiles we clock up 
on transatlantic flights, nor is it the technical excellence we bring to our 
jobs. In my experience, it is our ability to manage culture shock in inter- 
national business that makes the difference between failure and success. 

Culture shock — the experience of foreignness — is an ‘occupational 
hazard’ (and opportunity) in today’s global business. Whereas some 
executives clearly thrive on this challenge, others feel disoriented and 
anxious and do not perform well. It is estimated that one in seven UK 
managers fail on international assignments and this figure is even 
higher for US managers, with an estimated failure rate of 25-40 per- 
cent. Some managers seem to adapt in an almost chameleon-like way 
to different countries, whereas others cling desperately to their habits 
and their national approaches. 

But how exactly does culture shock show itself and what do you 
need to make it in the international arena? Whether on short- or long- 
term assignments, you have to recognize and deal with three areas 
where culture shock could affect you: 

• Emotions: you have to cope with the stress of international work 
and keep an emotional balance in order to perform in a business. 

• Thinking style: you have to understand how your counterparts 
think and be able to develop culturally effective solutions. 

• Social skills and social identity: you need effective social skills to 
establish new business relationships. 
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The basic assumption of this book is that effective international man- 
agers are not born but made, i.e. you have to work at it, but by manag- 
ing the elements of the culture shock triangle you can achieve 
international effectiveness. The only managers who can be called truly 
international are those who understand themselves and develop as emo- 
tional, thinking and social beings — you need to have a good level of self- 
understanding before you can understand your foreign counterparts. 

This book is a self-coaching guide for managers working in an 
international setting, whether away from their own country or in a 
multinational organization. It will take you step by step through what 
you need to succeed. Not something to be read passively or in the 
bath, it addresses three areas to which you should take an active 
approach: 

• Self-development: How can you adapt effectively to the 
requirements of international work? 

• Cross-cultural development: How can you understand foreign 
counterparts better or motivate an international team? 

• Career development: How should you manage your international 
career in the long run? 

 
The idea for this book developed out of my own experiences of cul- 
ture shock. As a German psychologist, I experienced my first major 
culture shock when I came to Britain for my postgraduate studies. 
This sparked my interest in both cross-cultural adaptation and cross- 
cultural psychology, an interest I could pursue while working in Sing- 
apore before coming to London to work with international managers. 
I decided not to rely on anecdotes but instead to take a scientific 
approach and find out systematically what international managers 
experience on their assignments as well as what their organizations do 
to help them. The results of my research showed massive gaps or, to 
put it more positively, room for improvement. It became obvious that 
many organizations do not prepare their managers sufficiently for 
working abroad. However, it was also evident that ambitious man- 
agers have to be proactive in managing their career and their self- 
development. 

This book will help you to achieve exactly this kind of self- 
development. The first part of the book looks at the psychological 
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concepts of international effectiveness. Chapter 1 explains the con- 
cept of culture shock and sets the scene for managing the three areas 
of the culture shock triangle: emotions, thinking and social skills and 
identity. This triangle is described in detail in Chapters 2, 3 and 4, 
together with clear coping strategies and suggestions on how to suc- 
ceed. There are checklists and exercises to help you think about the 
issues in a practical way, together with a new framework for under- 
standing cross-cultural differences. 

The second part of the book focuses on the steps towards a suc- 
cessful international career. Chapter 5 summarizes the characteristics 
of some of the world’s main business cultures. Chapter 6 addresses 
your personal life, including dual-career issues and children. Chapter 
7 gives suggestions on managing your international career, short term 
and long term. Chapter 8 provides the views of international business 
leaders, and Chapter 9 summarizes the lessons for multinational 
organizations. Chapter 10 concludes with an evaluation of your own 
abilities to succeed internationally. 

My own outlook is straightforward: working internationally is dif- 
ficult, challenging and can be extremely exhilarating. At times a frus- 
trating experience, it is never boring and it will enrich your personal 
and professional life if you approach it in the right way. I hope this 
book will help you to do just that. 



 

 

Part One  
 

Experiencing Culture Shock ------  
Learning to Adapt  



 

 

1   
 
The Culture Shock Triangle 

Imagine that you have just come back from a meeting with your 
boss. Your job has been going extremely well and you had great 
expectations before your discussion. These were more than sur- 
passed when you were offered an international role, either a foreign 
assignment or a short-term international project. This is exactly what 
you wanted. You are ambitious and you know that if you want to suc- 
ceed, you need the international experience. 

At the same time, your exhilaration is slightly dampened by uncer- 
tainty about how you are going to adapt, how this change will affect 
your personal life and how you will be able to develop quickly in the 
international arena. 

The future you envisage will depend to a great extent on your per- 
sonality. If you are an optimist, you will probably picture an ideal sce- 
nario and identify with this international executive: 

“I always wanted to work abroad; I left university and wanted 
to go and see the world — work hard and play hard. The oil 
industry seemed ideal for this purpose. I saw myself as a nomad 
since I left my home country when I was 11 years old to do my 
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education abroad. I worked in a number of countries, often with 
very little organizational support. I started my first assignment in 
my early twenties and developed a flexibility and an understanding 
of what others do. The most important factor was having an 
easy-going personality. As a consequence of long-term inter- 
national work, I feel I am able to see things from many angles and 
I regard it as a particularly broadening experience.” 

This is the way we all like to see ourselves: an early international 
orientation, a flexible and easy-going personality, an ability to look at 
situations from different perspectives and a high degree of tolerance. 

However, if you are more of a pessimist, you may envisage some- 
thing similar to the following scenario: 

“My adaptation was appallingly difficult. I thought I knew 
the French, but I only knew them socially and not in a 
working environment. The French manager had been fired but he 
had recruited all of the French employees and so the French 
employees thought that the manager was badly treated. I found 
that all the normal ways of managing people in the UK did not 
work in France. The things I said were not perceived the way I 
intended and, in turn, I did not understand exactly what they were 
saying. What I found was a lot of bad will. At first, I tried to 
charm them and in the end I had to get rid of them. It took 18 
months to sort out the situation and it was only really resolved 
after my car tires were slashed and it was in a way an attempt at 
murder. I was driving with my family at high speed for 100 km 
before I noticed because of the way they were slashed. What really 
helped me was having a strong outside interest and strong reli- 
gious beliefs.” 

Or there is an even more pessimistic scenario: 

“I was a 45-year-old American and had come to Asia to work on 
a three-year assignment. Although I saw myself as a very 
sociable and adaptable man, my work pattern became erratic, 
which was noted by my company. I would be late and sometimes not 
turn up at all — at other times, I seemed to work around the clock. 
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My colleagues seemed to be used to the ‘eccentric’ behavior of for- 
eigners and did not think too much about it. 

After six months, I fetched a boat to an island in a neighboring 
country; on arrival, I took off my clothes, and threatened the local 
population with a gun in a stark-naked state. Eventually, I suc- 
cumbed to the police and was brought back to my home country. It 
was clear that I could not stay abroad and function in my job — I 
returned ‘home to recover’.” 

All three examples are from real life. They are accounts by Italian, 
British and American international managers who are well educated 
and in senior positions, working in different parts of the world. All 
were confronted with the same basic challenge: being effective at an 
international level and adapting to a new culture. The scenarios show 
a range of effects that foreign encounters can have: from exhilaration 
and developing confidence to serious intercultural problems and even 
the worst-case scenario of a ‘nervous breakdown’. 

Fortunately, most international managers experience a mixture of 
these scenarios: they go through some difficult phases but eventually 
develop effective international skills. 

The basic proposition of this book is a positive one: the majority of 
us can be internationally effective if we put real effort into developing 
our ability to adapt. In the past, most books on international managers 
have concentrated on specific aspects of intercultural work, with a 
particular focus on understanding the cultural dimensions of man- 
agement. This is obviously necessary, but it isn’t sufficient — it doesn’t 
look at the international manager as a human being with development 
needs at a professional and personal level. We need to think differently 
in a new culture, but we also have to adapt to the challenge socially 
and emotionally. 
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Culture shock 
 
Working in a new culture can produce a variety of reactions, such as: 

• Confusion about what to do 
• Anxiety 
• Frustration 
• Exhilaration 
• Inappropriate social behavior 
• Inability to get close to your business partner and clinch the deal 
• Feeling isolated 
• Becoming depressed. 

 
In his original article, Oberg lists six main aspects of culture shock: 

• Strain caused by the effort to adapt 
• Sense of loss and feelings of deprivation in relation to friends, status, 

profession and possessions 
• Feeling rejected by or rejecting members of the new culture 
• Confusion in role, values and self-identity 
• Anxiety and even disgust/anger about ‘foreign’ practices 
• Feelings of helplessness, not being able to cope with the new 

environment. 
 
It is a myth that experiencing culture shock is a weakness or a nega- 
tive indication of future international success. Culture shock in all its 
diverse forms is completely normal and is part of a successful process 
of adaptation. A study of Canadian expatriates in Africa showed that 
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those who experienced culture shock were ultimately the most effec- 
tive (Hawes and Kealey, 1981). Expatriates who were most aware of 
themselves and their emotions experienced the most intense culture 
shock, but it was exactly because of this intense awareness of differ- 
ences that they were also able to adapt more effectively later on. 

In contrast, expatriates who were not affected by culture shock and 
generalized their own views to the other culture did not adapt very 
well. Culture shock is therefore a positive sign on the road to inter- 
national adaptation. 
 

Symptoms of culture shock 
 
Although we use the term culture shock all the time, there is very lit- 
tle information on its most frequent symptoms and the degree to 
which managers experience them. This is an area I looked at in con- 
junction with the UK’s Centre for International Briefing (Marx, 
1998). 

We asked 73 managers who worked all over the world to complete 
a questionnaire in the first six months of their international assign- 
ments. The majority were in fairly senior positions, typically regional 
directors within a functional area. 

The following examples show different experiences of culture 
shock. 

“Culture shock — still going on after five weeks here.” (A 
manager in Indonesia who reported symptoms including feelings 
of isolation, anxiety, helplessness and performance deficit) 

“Experienced symptoms from month three to six. I accepted that 
it would happen and worked through it.” (A manager in Poland) 

“The culture shock lasted about three to four months; the  
only way out was to remind myself of what I had achieved  
in previous jobs under difficult circumstances and set myself  
achievement targets on a daily and weekly basis.” (A manager  
working in Russia taking a very structured approach) 
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How long does culture shock last? 

Most people think of culture shock as a ‘short and sharp’, disorientat- 
ing experience in a foreign place. Few realize that its effects can be 
much deeper and more prolonged if it is not dealt with effectively. 

On average, managers in my study experienced culture shock symp- 
toms for about seven weeks: 70 percent of managers reported these last- 
ing up to five weeks and 30 percent had symptoms for up to ten weeks. 

In order of priority, the symptoms most often found were: 
• feeling isolated 
• anxiety and worry 
• reduction in job performance 
• high energy 
• helplessness. 

 
The inclusion of ‘high energy’ may be surprising, but it could be 
nervous energy, or a high energy level caused by changing circum- 
stances, possibly those involved in the adaptation process. The longer 
the international manager experienced culture shock, the greater were 
the feelings of helplessness and performance deficit. This suggests 
that not coping with culture shock symptoms when they appear can 
lead to a very negative situation. 
 

Phases of adaptation 
 
Oberg developed a model of adaptation that suggests that going 
abroad or working internationally puts you through a cycle of distinct 
phases on the way to final adaptation. 

The first stage is the honeymoon phase, where all encounters in the 
new place are seen as exciting, positive and stimulating. The new life 
is viewed as providing endless opportunities and the manager is usu- 
ally in a state of exhilaration. There is openness and curiosity, com- 
bined with a readiness to accept whatever comes. Most importantly, at 
this stage judgment is reserved and even minor irritations are sup- 
pressed in favor of concentrating on the nice things about the job, the 
country, the colleagues, the food, etc. 
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In the second phase, culture shock sets in — the manager realizes that 
something is not quite right. This experience of foreignness can start 
with a creeping awareness of disorientation and a feeling of not quite 
knowing what is going on. It can also include very negative symp- 
toms, such as stress (being unable to sleep or eat), irritability, a nega- 
tive view of the job, the country and colleagues. 

This phase is characterized by a general unease that can involve 
being uncomfortable with the new situation but can border on hating 
everything foreign. The main reason for these symptoms is an uncer- 
tainty about ourselves, our surroundings and our future. The usual 
signs of orientation and belonging do not exist, we don’t quite know 
who we are without the familiar social context, and the way our for- 
eign colleagues behave seems ‘all wrong’. 

How individual managers deal with this particular phase and its 
emotions, thinking and expectations is essential for their overall adap- 
tation in the long run. The ideal approach is to use the symptoms and 
the unpleasantness as a clear indicator that it is time to change our 
approach and to engage in some form of self-development — both in 
dealing with our emotions and in understanding ourselves and others. 
The worst type of approach is to ignore the symptoms, to resort to 
superficial solutions (including the long-term use of tranquilizers) or 
to adapt a rigid stance of believing that only our own methods are cor- 
rect and forcing these methods/management techniques on foreign 
colleagues. 

The third phase of recovery usually starts with accepting that we 
have a problem and that we have to work on it. Both recovery and 
the final adjustment phase usually involve a compromise between 
the feeling and thinking of the honeymoon phase and the culture 
shock phase. This compromise is between our exaggerated expecta- 
tions and reality. In the final, adjustment stage, managers are able to 
work effectively, know the limitations of their skills, can take on new 
ways of doing things and, most importantly, are able to be more 
flexible. 

Figure 1 shows the adaptation phases and the mood changes 
involved. We could obviously apply these phases to different life 
events, such as taking on a new job, marriage, or even buying a house. 
The first stage always involves excitement, euphoria and optimism — 
the ‘honeymoon’. The second stage is a confrontation with the 
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Figure 1 Stages of adaptation (after Oberg, 1960) 
 

unknown and the negative aspects of the event: confusion, anxiety 
and frustration set in. At some point, we recover from the depression 
and anxiety of culture shock and, in the fourth and final stage, we 
head for a readjustment. 

As one female US manager remarked: 

“It was in the seventh or eighth month that I clearly was hav- 
ing symptoms of culture shock: I was confused, annoyed, I 
asked questions like: ‘Why are the banks not better?’ I was look- 
ing at identifying all the inefficiencies of the British system. I 
hated the British business culture which I saw as slow, bureau- 
cratic, cumbersome, lacking customer service, lacking initiatives. 
Fortunately, I had a very good mentor and I could go on Friday 
afternoons and moan and talk to him about my experiences. I was 
able to make a much better adjustment, and after about 12 months 
I felt integrated and also reconciled. I had counseling during this 
period and one of the most helpful things was that the counselor 
explained the phases of adaptation. This made clear that my expe- 
riences, which were sometimes very negative, were part of a nor- 
mal pattern.” 
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Most managers who have spent some time abroad agree with this 
model of adaptation. Most of those I interviewed described their 
excitement and curiosity at the beginning, the feelings of well-being 
and optimism; however, they also recalled times when they felt 
stressed and socially isolated. 

Many experts have tried to specify the timings of these different 
phases or, in other words, to define what is ‘normal’ in adapting to a 
foreign culture. However, there is no hard-and-fast rule. In my view, 
the timing of culture shock will depend on the ‘foreignness’ of the 
culture (how different it is to your own culture), the social context 
(whether you have support through an expatriate network or through 
host-country nationals) and the personality of the international man- 
ager involved. These phases of culture shock may not always appear 
in such a neat sequence. 

 
It is more realistic to use a model of culture shock that is not 

strictly linear but integrates a dynamic and repetitive cycle of positive 
and negative phases until you break through the culture shock, as in 
Figure 2. 
 

 
Figure 2 Breaking through culture shock 
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A German manager working in Africa remarked: 

“I had a very negative phase after the first year. I cannot see 
clearly defined stages that run in a linear fashion as 
described in the original culture shock model. It is more like a lot 
of ups and downs and maybe something like a mini repetition of the 
culture shock cycle throughout one’s stay abroad. The way I coped 
with my own emotions was to talk to someone close about it.” 

 

Short-term assignments 
 
International assignments now tend to be shorter (consistent with the 
trend in multinational organizations to abolish the term ‘expatriates’). 
There are more executives working on short-term international proj- 
ects and there are even more managers who work in international 
teams from their home base. 

Does the same culture shock model apply to international man- 
agers on shorter-term assignments or remaining in their home coun- 
try with frequent international trips? I believe that the same concept 
applies but that a different model is warranted. Obviously, short-term 
international work does not allow for the same long-term adaptation 
process and therefore distinct honeymoon, culture shock and re- 
adjustment phases will not occur. Instead, there will be more of a 
mixture of positive and negative emotions, of uncertainty and clarity, 
of enjoyment and frustration. 

Although a different model applies, the same components are 
involved in adapting to short-term international work. The same 
experience of the unknown is present and similar reactions to per- 
sonal issues and management situations will therefore occur. 
 

The culture shock triangle 
 
The culture shock model we have discussed so far mainly focuses on 
the emotional consequences of international encounters (positive and 
negative), the potential stress involved and the ultimate adjustment to 
reach contentment. However, some of the symptoms that Oberg lists 
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show different aspects of culture shock, such as confusion about roles 
and values or disorientation when confronted with ‘foreign’ practices. 
In order to boost our international effectiveness, we need to consider 
all levels of culture shock within a more comprehensive model. 

Psychologically, international managers have to deal with three 
levels of culture shock: 

• Emotions — coping with mood swings 
• Thinking — understanding foreign colleagues 
• Social skills and identity — developing a social and professional 

network and effective social skills. 
 
This leads to a new model of culture shock — the culture shock triangle 
(see Figure 3). 
 

 
Figure 3 The culture shock triangle 
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Questions every international manager should ask include: 
• Emotions — What am I likely to feel? How will I cope with the 

stress of international work? 
• Thinking — What will I think? How good are my business 

solutions? 
• Social skills and identity — How effectively will I interact with my 

foreign counterparts? 
 
These three levels of international adaptation lead to the following 
aims for managers: 

• Coping with the stress of the transition (achieving contentment). 
• Changing the perception and interpretation of events and 

behavior (developing a way of thinking that is culturally effective). 
• Developing better social skills and an international identity. 

 
These three aims combine to form the culture shock triangle, achiev- 
ing the international effectiveness on which this book focuses. 

Although they are treated as distinct components, they are, of 
course, interrelated and influence each other. For example, ‘feeling 
irritated’ has a negative effect on thinking as well as on social behav- 
ior. If you are pessimistic and stressed out, your solutions to problems 
are likely to be rigid and therefore ineffective. Socially, you may be 
withdrawn or unable to achieve rapport with others. In contrast, a 
positive mood and optimism produce better solutions. 

The way we think and behave also influences our emotions. If you 
are passive and withdrawn, you are less likely to get positive feedback 
from others which, in turn, will make you feel low. 
 

Emotions 
 
International executives often report the positive effects of their work 
on their personality, but they also mention emotional reactions, such 
as worry, feelings of isolation and helplessness. 

One example of an extreme reaction was reported by a western 
manager in Shanghai: 
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“Culture shock — continuous feeling of being unwell due to 
two bouts of bad food poisoning — loneliness, most promi- 
nent was the constant staring from the Chinese. This curiosity 
became very upsetting — everything in my hotel room was looked 
through, all drawers in my desk searched through. Also, telephone 
conversations were tapped, I could hear the click and the echo 
which does not happen now. This led to continuous paranoia. To 
resolve this, I eventually managed to relax and to take no notice, I 
pretended it did not happen and, most importantly, every three to 
four weeks I left China to visit other countries such as Japan, 
Korea and Hawaii. 

Another culture shock was the physical adaptation to the pol- 
lution and the stinging eyes, the sheer noise of cars and people. I 
think only the World Health Organisation could resolve that! 

I also felt helpless — I was deported once for not having a cor- 
rect visa and had an overnight stay in a state-run guesthouse with 
a government immigration official. So why am I here? Because it 
is a good career move (hopefully) for the future.” 

Moving to a foreign country means stress for the individual and inter- 
national assignments fall into the category of stressful ‘life events’ 
(Furnham and Bochner, 1986). These are major life changes that put 
the individual at risk of psychological difficulties, such as depression, 
anxiety, alcoholism or what is typically called a ‘nervous breakdown’. 
Psychological research has shown that there is a link between the 
number of life events suffered (such as changing jobs, divorce, 
bereavement) and psychological disorders (Dohrenwend and 
Dohrenwend, 1974). International managers who move abroad expe- 
rience several such events: changing country, changing job and chang- 
ing house. Consequently, there is a high risk to their psychological 
well-being and hence a high risk of performance deficits at work — 
and, ultimately, a risk for the company. 

Moreover, these changes affect the entire family. Spouses often 
give up their jobs without any prospect of finding equivalent employ- 
ment abroad. Children are uprooted and have to cope with new 
schools and a whole new environment. 

These changes are not restricted to managers who embark on 
longer-term international assignments. Dealing with new environ- 
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ments, a hectic lifestyle and constant traveling can produce similar 
effects in the ‘short-term’ international manager. 
 

Thinking 
 
Living in a familiar, well-structured and predictable environment 
makes understanding easy. The meaning of expressions, gestures and 
cultural norms is clear. We can decipher them on autopilot. If some- 
one greets us with ‘How are you?’, we usually assume it is meant in 
a friendly way and we answer ‘Fine, thank you’. But even moving to 
another, maybe remote, part of the same country changes that status. 
For example, ‘How are you?’ may simply mean ‘Hello’ and not 
require a reply about how we are feeling. We cannot take things for 
granted; all of sudden, it is an effort to understand what is going on. 
Most importantly, we must learn new things and expand our 
thinking. 

New situations or situations that do not automatically make sense 
can be treated in one of three ways: 

• We can decide to ignore or discard them. 
• We can decide to treat them as familiar situations, thereby 

potentially drawing the wrong conclusions. 
• We can admit that we can’t make sense of them and try to expand 

and modify our ‘typical’ thinking: "It’s not done like this in X, but 
it must have a special meaning in Y; let’s try to get more informa- 
tion, develop alternative interpretations and so challenge existing 
thinking and develop a new way of thinking." 

 
The international manager has to decide how to treat the ‘foreign’ sit- 
uation and can become one of the following: 

• A colonialist — not even reacting to the foreign culture. 
• An imperialist — forcing their value system and way of thinking on 

to the new culture, not adapting how they interact and not seeing 
the necessity to change their perceptions and attitude. 

• An internationalist/interculturalist — someone who is fully aware of 
the complexity and ambiguity of exchanges in foreign cultures 
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and who tries to adapt by changing their thinking and attitudes 
and by trying to find a compromise between cultures. 

 
Ideally, we all want to achieve the third option. 

Some international managers mention the ‘thinking effect’ explic- 
itly when asked about the impact of international experience on their 
personality: 

“International work makes you more aware and more know- 
ledgeable. The result is being able to see things from many differ- 
ent angles; it is a very broadening experience!” 

“The differences in attitudes were larger than I expected, but I 
have reached a better understanding of different attitudes towards 
work.” 

However, we don’t only have to challenge our assumptions and val- 
ues — challenging our identity and social behavior is also part of build- 
ing an effective international career. 
 

Social identity and social skills 
 
Our identity or sense of self develops in typical stages. The tumul- 
tuous teenage years of confusion and the search for our ‘self’ in the 
early twenties are, under normal circumstances, overtaken by a 
mature state of self-knowledge and self-acceptance — a knowledge of 
our personality. 

This secure sense of self is disturbed by working in an ‘alien’ envi- 
ronment. The familiar context in which our behavior makes sense is 
missing and behavior that is rewarded and valued at home may be 
negatively assessed in the new culture. For example, directness and 
assertiveness may be positive attributes in the USA, but would be 
seen as rude and inadequate in China. 

Unfamiliar influences can pose a risk to our self-identify: we are 
not as sure as before about who we are and so we feel insecure. We 
learn that there are different ways of living, working and establishing 
relationships and this threatens our well-formed notions of how to 
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act. We don’t even understand some of our own behavior or the emo- 
tional ups and downs that we are undergoing as part of our adaptation. 
Our self-identity is shaken up and we may have to renegotiate or 
redefine that identity by integrating our new experiences and reac- 
tions into our ‘old self’. 

As soon as we interact more closely with a foreign culture, we expe- 
rience a conflict between our own values and those of that culture. 
There is a collision of values. As we get more and more involved, we 
normally develop alternative ways of behaving and this also influences 
our view of ourselves. This is all part of the self-development that most 
people go through during international assignments. 

The positive effect of international work on self-development is 
illustrated in the following comment: 

“My most positive surprise was to realize that I was a born sur- 
vivor and that I could deal with problems. It was very good for my 
self-image and I learned that I had a lot of staying power.” 

 

Social skills: combining business and pleasure? 
 

Germans take a structured approach to business: they negotiate in con- 
ference rooms and they may have a meal with their negotiation part- 
ners after the deal is clinched. They take a highly situation-specific 
approach to business — there is a clear divide between business and 
pleasure. Chinese businesspeople, in contrast, meet a business partner 
over lunch, dinner and, if the deal is really important, at home. They 
try to get to know the person first before any business is discussed. 

Different countries have different attitudes to mixing business and 
pleasure. This requires individual managers to adapt to the setting of 
the specific country and to develop whatever social skills are required. 
In my experience, western managers need some time to adapt to the 
combined business and pleasure approach prevalent in Asian or South 
American countries. In particular, introvert or socially reserved man- 
agers who find it easy to work in structured business situations are at 
a loss at cocktail parties or dinners where the conversation is not 
focused on business issues but on how good their golf is. Similarly, 
some western business practices (North American or northern 
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European) may be difficult for executives who come from a more diffuse 
culture, such as Asia. They may find the highly structured way of 
doing business in the USA curt, disrespectful or even downright 
rude. 

However, cultural adaptation goes beyond mechanistic ‘dos and 
don’ts’. It is more important to develop attitudes and behavior that are 
comfortable and effective for the individual manager in the new busi- 
ness culture. 

The three components of the culture shock triangle will be con- 
sidered in detail in Chapters 2, 3 and 4. 
 

10 steps for minimizing culture shock 
 
This book explains how to break through culture shock by taking the 
following steps: 

• Don’t let culture shock take you by surprise. Allow time to find 
out about it before you leave for your assignment. Learn to 
recognize the symptoms and their potential impact. 

• Expect culture shock to happen irrespective of location. It is as 
likely to occur in a country near to your home base as in postings 
further afield. 

• As soon as you arrive in your new location, identify all the 
opportunities for building support networks with other 
international managers and with local people. 

• As with any stressful situation, fight it, don’t give in to it. So 
don’t resort to escapist strategies such as drinking or eating too 
much and don’t deny your symptoms. 

• Ask other international managers for guidance on the issues and 
problems to look out for. Learn from their experience. 

• Give yourself time to adapt and don’t rush into too many work- 
related projects at the start of the assignment. Make sure that the 
organization gives you this time too. 

• Don’t hesitate to seek professional help if symptoms persist 
despite your coping efforts. Help may be available within your 
company or externally through counselors or the medical 
profession. 
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• Expect the same symptoms to reoccur when you come home. 
Reverse culture shock is normal. 

• Think about the positive aspects of culture shock — people who 
experience it adapt better to their new environment than those 
who do not. 

• Retain a sense of humor! 



 

 

2  
 
Balancing Your Emotions 

In 1996 a book by Daniel Goleman climbed the world’s bestseller 
lists: Emotional Intelligence. Combining emotions with intelligence 
was new — suggesting that emotional intelligence is the most impor- 
tant factor for success in a career and life in general was revolutionary. 

In the past, psychologists and educators had focused primarily on 
academic intelligence: they tried to measure how academically ‘smart’ 
a person was; they tried to find out whether a teenager was good at 
verbal thinking or dealing with numbers, whether a manager had 
good analytical skills and so on. They assumed that academic intelligence 
would predict a person’s future job success and therefore 
would be one of the most important areas on which to focus in both 
adolescence and adult life. 

There have always been sceptics challenging this assumption. We 
all know people with few qualifications and possibly low academic 
intelligence who are extremely successful. There are plenty of exam- 
ples of classic entrepreneurs with modest academic achievements but 
real brilliance in building and running companies. Moreover, psycho- 
logical research has shown that academic intelligence as measured by 
traditional IQ tests is only a moderate predictor of success in life. 
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So what accounts for success? According to Goleman, the impor- 
tant ingredient is emotional intelligence: the ability to understand 
yourself and others, to be sensitive and monitor your emotions and 
good social skills. 

Dealing with the stresses of international work and developing 
cross-cultural sensitivity are part of emotional intelligence. It is not 
just succeeding in an assignment in South America or being effective 
at short-term international work — it is about developing the ability to 
be more effective in your career and life in general. Although we will 
deal in this chapter with the specific emotional juggle of international 
work, remember that any improvements in your emotional intelli- 
gence will enhance your problem-solving and management skills. 

But this chapter does not aim to be a theoretical exercise on emo- 
tional intelligence — instead, it will focus on the practical aspects of the 
effect of emotions in international work, with the aim of helping you to: 

• Recognize and be aware of extreme emotions in your response to 
international work. 

• Use this self-awareness to cope with potential negative emotions. 
• Use emotions positively as a starting point from which to adapt. 

 
We will illustrate the effects of emotions on your job performance and 
on your ability to deal with complex tasks, as well as on interpersonal 
relations and your management skills. This will lead to a step-by-step 
approach to recognizing potential symptoms and coping with the 
emotional and physical demands of international work. 
 

The challenges of international work 
 
Managers on longer-term international assignments face enormous 
challenges: 

• A different job, a different country, a different house — dealing 
with the practicalities of settling down 

• Not understanding the rules for the easiest practical tasks 
• Coping with isolation 
• Coping with the stress of the family settling in 
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• Being irritated when things don’t run smoothly 
• Not being able to work to a normal time schedule as things don’t 

happen as planned 
• Not understanding what really drives their local counterparts 
• Not understanding the political undercurrents in the 

organization 
• Dealing with the fact that the job is not really what they thought 

it was 
• Finding other expatriates rather boring 
• Not knowing what they can do in terms of social activities, etc. 

 
This list is not exhaustive — but it may well make you feel exhausted. 
As one executive working in Sudan remarked: 

“After five months, I still feel that getting used to all the differ- 
ences takes all my energy.” 

The first stage of emotional adaptation to any international assign- 
ment is therefore to anticipate early on the challenges you are likely to 
face. Secondly, envisage yourself and your emotional reactions, and 
finally, learn techniques that will help you deal with these situations 
successfully. 

It is not just managers who go abroad on long assignments who are 
prone to stress. The demands of short-term international work and of 
working internationally from a home base with visits abroad are dif- 
ferent but equally strenuous — always being on tight time schedules, 
frequent plane trips with many unscheduled delays, little time to 
understand the mentality of different nationalities, discovering how 
to be effective in a multicultural team, learning to be part of a virtual 
team and so on. 

‘Travel may not only broaden the mind, it may also unhinge it,’ 
claimed an article in the Sunday Times (13 July 1997) investigating the 
effect of business travel on top executives. The results of an extensive 
study looking at 10,000 staff at the World Bank showed some alarm- 
ing results: they suggested that frequent flying forces up to 10 percent 
of executives into therapy or on to medication. The Washington- 
based World Bank sends its staff on 18,000 missions each year, mostly 
to Asia, Africa and Latin America. One in ten sought prescription 
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drugs or counseling after their return and the amount of sleep needed 
increased sharply with the number of trips. Each trip seems to bring a 
massive increase in stress and workload, which in extreme cases can 
result in a range of psychiatric problems, including depression and 
attention disorders. 

The study also suggested that specific psychiatric symptoms are 
related to the direction of the flight. Eastbound travelers (for whom 
the day becomes shorter) seem more likely to suffer from signs of 
mania. Westbound travelers (for whom the day becomes longer) are 
more prone to depression. Simply crossing time zones can take its 
toll, an area that managers and organizations tend to neglect. 
 

Mixed feelings 
 
As the culture shock triangle illustrates, when we are adapting to 
international work our emotions range from happiness and euphoria 
to potential anxiety and depression. Sometimes we experience a mix- 
ture of different feelings at the same time. When we are undergoing 
massive changes, this mixture can be exacerbated and we feel as if we 
are ‘slaves to our emotions’. Irritability and mood swings are normal 
and we seem more vulnerable to external influences than we are in 
our home country. 

There are various reasons for experiencing unpleasant emotions. 
We need a great deal of energy to make the effort to adapt, which is a 
general strain. We feel a sense of loss and deprivation if we are not 
with our friends and family. We may well be confused about our role 
and expectations. As a consequence, we feel anxious and helpless. In 
extreme cases, this can result in our feeling unable to cope with the 
new job, the new organization or the new country. 

If you are a senior manager in a high-profile position, being con- 
fused or helpless is the last thing you can admit to, either to yourself 
or to others. But ignoring negative emotions is the least effective thing 
you can do. Experiencing the emotional side of culture shock is com- 
pletely normal, but it is nevertheless important to be aware when 
things are getting out of hand. 
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Effects on job performance 
 
The symptoms of culture shock that you are experiencing can obvi- 
ously affect your work, therefore it is important to be aware of the 
kind of situation that can arise where a symptom can become a seri- 
ous problem. 
 

Anxiety 
 
In unfamiliar situations, we often feel anxious. We have no idea what 
is going to happen, we don’t know how we will react and we don’t 
know whether we will be able to cope. In international work, this is a 
classic scenario. While we can predict the reactions of our business 
counterparts in our own country fairly well and know what to do in 
most situations, we have no automatic responses in international 
encounters. It is therefore normal to feel slightly anxious and to 
worry. Just how much we worry depends on our personality, our self- 
confidence and our previous experience. Moreover, some people 
thrive on unpredictable situations, whereas others immediately 
become anxious and try to withdraw. 

The degree of anxiety depends on whether we feel able to cope. If 
we have a great deal of self-confidence and a belief in our own abili- 
ties to deal with difficult situations, we will feel less anxious and not 
worry too much. If unfamiliar situations are seen as threatening 
because we have little confidence in our own abilities, we will be 
highly anxious. 

A certain amount of anxiety or adrenalin can be positive — it 
increases our energy and alertness. But there is a point where the pos- 
itive effect is reversed and increased anxiety becomes a problem. This 
is when anxiety is at a level that affects job performance. 

Anxiety interrupts effective work patterns. If we are continually 
worrying about whether we are doing the right thing, we will be 
spending too much time on irrelevant aspects of the task. We may 
worry about the format and layout of a report for two hours but only 
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spend 30 minutes thinking about its content! More importantly, when 
we are anxious, we lose a rational perspective. Whereas under normal 
circumstances we try to generate several alternatives for solving a 
problem and use rational criteria to select the best one, this objective 
and detached approach is simply not possible in a state of high anxi- 
ety; instead we jump from one solution to the next, beginning one 
task after another without completing anything. We cannot concen- 
trate for any length of time. 

This haphazard approach does not improve our decision making. 
We either delay decisions because we can’t come to a rational conclu- 
sion or we take unnecessary risks. We adopt an emergency and ad hoc 
solution rather than a step-by-step approach. Because our working 
style is ineffective, we can run into enormous time management 
problems, thereby exacerbating our feelings of anxiety. 

It is easy to see how this approach can lead to a vicious circle of 
feeling we can’t handle the situation, which therefore leads to an in- 
effective approach and coming up with a bad solution, which in turn 
reinforces our original feeling of not being up to the task. 

Another effect of anxiety is a general lack of planning. Instead of 
being proactive — working out a step-by-step approach and pre- 
empting potential problems — we become reactive. Anxiety can also 
have an effect on our interpersonal relationships. We will probably be 
more irritable and may show our emotions at inappropriate times. 
Alternatively, we may withdraw and try to give the impression to our 
colleagues that nothing is wrong. 

If we are highly anxious and worrying all the time, we can’t man- 
age other people effectively. We are not able to think about how our 
foreign counterparts are best motivated or how we should deal with a 
boss from a different culture. Even if we don’t show our anxiety in 
our verbal behavior, there can be non-verbal cues: we may appear 
stressed, fidgety and erratic. 
 

Obsession 
 
When managers feel out of control, they want to exert even more con- 
trol than usual. This may show in an extreme focus on detail and 
minutiae. If we aren’t in control of the big things, we start to become 
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obsessed with the small things, like whether the pencils on our desk 
are all the same way up. 

International managers often don’t take enough time to think 
about the most effective way of doing their jobs in a new operation. 
Along with this, they feel pressure to make an impact as soon as pos- 
sible. If this is mixed with high anxiety, it can result in a preoccupation 
with details — an obsession with day-to-day accounts as opposed to 
looking at strategy and people management; or an obsession with a 
particular project that is only a small part of the overall operation. 
Small matters take over. 

Socially, managers who become obsessive show a general unease. 
If they are in a situation that they can’t control, they are unable to 
cope. They shut down and become ‘closed’, which restricts their abil- 
ity to learn new things. They may even show signs of paranoia. For 
example, foreign colleagues are seen as obstructive and are blamed for 
everything that is wrong. There is often an exaggerated fear of being 
taken advantage of, particularly in business negotiations. The results 
are a negative view of others and, ultimately, isolation. 

Anxiety and obsession are related to a loss of confidence. This is 
even more evident in the case of depression. 
 

Depression 
 
If we feel anxious, we have doubts about whether we can cope and are 
apprehensive, but we haven’t given up yet. If we feel depressed, we 
are already resigned to our fate — we feel we can’t cope any more and 
our self-confidence is at rock bottom. Psychologists use the term 
‘learned helplessness’ (Seligman, 1975) for when we believe that 
nothing we do has an effect and we therefore feel utterly helpless. We 
end up with a negative view of ourselves, the world and the future 
(Beck, 1967). 

This is a serious condition. It has an extremely negative effect on 
our energy levels — there may be days when our concentration is low, 
we feel we can’t do anything and we aren’t even interested in trying. 

Depression also affects our creativity and problem-solving ability. 
We are very tunnel visioned, everything is seen as black and white and 
some potential strategies are not even considered. Existing knowledge 
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is often not used because we cannot retrieve the information from our 
memory. The simplest task becomes too much effort: our body shuts 
down and we don’t always do what we need to survive, such as eating 
and sleeping. 

When we are depressed, we become socially withdrawn and iso- 
lated. If we don’t feel confident, we don’t want to interact with any- 
one else. As a consequence, we don’t build essential relationships with 
other people, professionally or personally, and we wallow in self-pity. 

Anxiety, obsession and depression can lead to a serious deficit in 
performance. Moreover, managers who experience these symptoms 
for a long time isolate themselves from the local population and often 
drink too much alcohol; a classic problem in expatriate circles. It is 
therefore essential to see these symptoms as stress reactions and to try 
to reduce the stress (see the coping strategies at the end of this 
chapter). 
 

Type A 
 
There is one particular pattern of characteristics, called Type A, that is 
common to managers who are potentially at risk in an international 
arena. It was initially identified as a risk personality for coronary dis- 
ease, although this assumption has been challenged. 

Type A could be seen as ‘the malaise of the modern manager’. Its 
characteristics are a high drive for achievement, impatience, haste, 
restlessness, being under time pressure, extreme competitiveness and 
aggressiveness. 

Many people will recognize these symptoms. Type A managers are 
usually highly task oriented. They try to achieve the impossible in a 
short space of time. However, they lack a people orientation and may 
not focus on the environment in which they are working. They often 
don’t take time to analyze the situation or listen to others, but instead 
forge ahead impulsively with their own ideas. As a consequence, they 
are probably less likely to think about developing a culturally effective 
style. They believe that their own style works best and that others will 
come round to it! 

Type A behavior was identified by two cardiologists, Friedman 
and Rosenman, who defined it as a ‘characteristic action-emotion 



Breaking Through Culture Shock 

 

28 

complex which is exhibited by those individuals who are engaged in a 
relatively chronic struggle to obtain an unlimited number of poorly defined 
things from their environment in the shortest period of time, and, if 
necessary, against the opposing effects of other things or persons in 
the same environment’ (Friedman and Rosenman, 1969; italics in 
original). We can transfer this definition directly to the context of 
international work. The struggle to adapt can become chronic and 
certainly the goals are initially poorly defined. There is always pres- 
sure from headquarters to produce results in a short time no matter 
what it takes. 

Taking it to an extreme, we can easily imagine a driven, restless and 
highly competitive manager who would rather act like a bulldozer and 
impose their style on those around them than try to understand what 
is going on and adapt to the environment. If aggression, speed and 
competitiveness characterize the Type A manager, the opposite, Type 
B, tends to adapt rather than struggle aggressively against the 
environment. 
 

Three main characteristics of Type A 
 

Speed and impatience 

Type A managers are always impatient. They do everything fast: they 
eat quickly, they talk rapidly, they hurry other people along and finish 
their sentences for them, they are often short-tempered and they 
become irritated easily. 

Putting a Type A person into an Asian business environment can 
cause problems. Showing a temper, not listening and finishing other 
people’s sentences are not seen as dignified behavior. Type A man- 
agers will lose face and will not obtain the social recognition they need 
to establish good business relationships. 

Job involvement 

Type A managers are often highly dedicated to their jobs and are 
driven to succeed in their careers. They are committed and work 
overtime to meet deadlines. However, they may become over- 
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ambitious and set goals higher than those set for them by the organi- 
zation. The result is excessive job involvement and a lack of balance 
between professional and private life. 

Hard-driving and competitive nature 

Type A managers are highly competitive. They focus on individual 
competition as opposed to building a team. But this is not valued in 
all societies. Harmony and the success of the group are more impor- 
tant in collectivistic societies (such as Asia) than in individualistic 
societies (such as the USA or western Europe). 
 

Are you a Type A manager? 

Check Table 1 to identify any warning signs. 

Table 1 Warning signs of Type A behavior 
Impatience and restlessness 
Extreme competitiveness 
Aggressiveness and hostility 
Hyper-alertness 
Fast speech 
Tenseness in body and face 
Being under huge time pressure 
Wanting to dominate 
Lack of self-control 
High conscientiousness and job commitment 
The desire for control 
Fast thinking and fast acting 
Self-centered and easily angered 
Poor listening 
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In one sense, it is good to have Type A managers in an organization. 
They are drivers and high achievers and they get the job done. But 
they can irritate and upset everyone around them. Type A managers 
lack interpersonal sensitivity and this is, of course, an essential skill in 
an international context. They simply barge on towards their goals 
and don’t think about the casualties they leave behind. Instead of 
looking at how they can achieve the task together with other people, 
and listening and tuning into their environment, they try to control it. 
They react adversely to external constraints that seem to threaten their 
sense of control; this is exactly what happens in international work. 
This ‘control freak’ also exhibits a range of negative emotions, such as 
anger and hostility — a highly potent combination for creating chaos 
in international business. 

An international manager whom I assessed for an assignment in 
South East Asia serves as a good illustration. This British manager had 
been working abroad in various parts of the world for a number of 
years and was highly experienced internationally. However, he 
showed several personality characteristics that indicated a Type A 
approach to management and were therefore risk areas for the assign- 
ment in South East Asia: 

• He was highly assertive and dominant in orientation. This gave 
him the advantage that he knew what he wanted and had strong 
opinions, but he could also come across as pushy, insensitive and 
unable to listen to others. Particularly in relation to the non- 
aggressive business culture in South East Asia, this was an area to 
address. Although he had a good understanding of cross-cultural 
differences, there was some question as to whether he would give 
other people the time to express their opinion. 

• Combined with his strong desire for dominance was a tendency 
to be straightforward and very direct in his interaction style — he 
lacked diplomacy, another risk factor in an Asian business setting. 

• He showed a high vulnerability to stress and I advised him to 
monitor his stress level. 

• Most importantly, he showed a Type A pattern of impatience, 
high job involvement and strong competitive drive. A more 
relaxed and analytical approach was required. 
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You might ask whether it is possible to change this type of behavior. 
Luckily, there is some evidence that Type A behavior can be changed, 
without necessarily destroying the positive effects of high achieve- 
ment and drive. 
 

Stress checklist 
 
Most of us have felt stressed at some point in our life, but we still 
find it difficult to define exactly what stress is. Some psychologists go 
as far as saying ‘stress is in the eye of the beholder’ and, in a way, this 
is quite an accurate description. Whereas some managers feel stressed 
when they discover that their favorite suit is at the drycleaners, others 
don’t seem to bat an eyelid when their company’s shares take a nose 
dive. 

Is it entirely their subjective view of a situation that makes one per- 
son feel stressed and leaves another unperturbed? Many experts 
would support this contention. Richard Lazarus (1966), a well-known 
expert in the area, explains stress on the basis of cognition or percep- 
tion. In an unfamiliar situation, we try to find out whether the situa- 
tion is positive or potentially threatening. We immediately evaluate 
our resources. If this evaluation turns out to be positive, i.e. we 
believe we have the resources to cope, we relax and don’t feel stressed. 
However, if we consider our own resources to be insufficient, we feel 
stressed, anxious, tense and so on. In fact, you may actually have the 
necessary resources but if you evaluate them negatively (e.g. because 
of a lack of self-confidence), you will feel stressed. 

The most frequent symptoms of stress are listed in Table 2. 
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Table 2 Symptoms of stress 
Feeling tense 
Feeling upset 
Feeling helpless 
Moodiness and irritability 
Worrying 
Concentration problems 
Lack of performance at work 
Aggressive and angry outbursts 
Loss of confidence 
Restlessness and inability to settle down to work 
Inability to relate to others 
Feelings of isolation 
Weight loss 
Sleeping problems (difficulties in falling asleep or waking up) 
Eating problems (loss of appetite or increased appetite) 
Increased alcohol intake 
Inability to relax 
Fear of the worst happening 

What are your personal stress indicators? 
Different people’s stress symptoms vary enormously: some eat more, 
others eat less, some don’t sleep, others sleep more, some get irritable 
and moody, some drink more, etc. 

But when does ‘more or less’ of anything indicate stress? There are 
a few pointers you should look out for when the pressure mounts: 

• Has your eating, sleeping or working pattern changed 
significantly? 

• Do you exhibit behavior/symptoms that interfere with your 
enjoyment of life or your work? 

• If you can identify any specific symptoms, how long have they 
been present and have you tried to do something about them? 

• If you have experienced stress symptoms for an extended period, 
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despite efforts to reduce them, you should consider seeking pro- 
fessional help, either from your doctor or a therapist. 

 

Effective strategies for coping with stress 
 
There are innumerable articles and books on how to cope with stress 
and this section doesn’t attempt to provide a summary of every possi- 
ble stress technique. Obviously, a good diet, looking after your health, 
a balanced lifestyle, sport, relaxation, homeopathy and alternative 
medicine can all be effective in a stress-reduction program. However, 
we will focus here on stress in relation to the challenges of inter- 
national work and consider action that can be taken through active 
problem solving. 
 

Three lessons in problem solving 
 
People have different ways of dealing with negative emotions or 
stress. Some try to talk to a confidant, some become more disciplined, 
and others take the fatalistic attitude that they will get out of the situ- 
ation somehow and so they don’t need to do anything about it. Every- 
one has ways of coping with depressive phases and has their own 
idiosyncratic remedies. Practical advice given for dealing with culture 
shock in general is useful in handling stress, but it is not sufficient. It 
is more effective to supplement it with some basic lessons on prob- 
lem solving. 

There are three main strategies for tackling stress that we will 
describe in detail: anticipation, emotion-focused coping and 
problem-focused coping (Lazarus and Folkman, 1984). 

Anticipation 

You have already won half the battle if you are aware of the potential 
problems you are facing and have anticipated the negative emotions. 
A review of your own reactions in difficult situations and an evalua- 
tion of your emotional vulnerability will give you an idea of how hard 
the culture shock may hit. Seeing stress and culture shock as ‘normal’ 
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also puts things into perspective. This can create a much more posi- 
tive, ‘can do’ attitude. 

Emotion-focused coping 

As in any crisis, we have to do two things: keep our emotions under 
control and do something about the problem. The first is sometimes 
called ‘emotion-focused coping’, the second ‘problem-focused 
coping’. 

Emotion-focused coping isn’t a sign of weakness. It often involves 
the necessary activity of calming down and stilling your nerves before 
going into action. 

Negative emotions are often precipitated by unrealistic assump- 
tions or unconstructive attitudes. Examples include: 

• "This is the biggest mistake I have ever made." 
• "I hate the food, the flat, the country and the people." 
• "Nothing here is as good." 
• "People don’t understand me." 
• "Things will never change." 
• "I have failed to adapt and I will be a total failure throughout." 
• "Catastrophe is just around the corner." 

 
If you want to change negative emotions, you have to identify, chal- 
lenge and change the negative assumptions that caused them. Replac- 
ing unrealistic assumptions with a more realistic attitude leads to 
more positive emotions. 

The effect that our thinking has on our emotions is illustrated in 
Figure 4. 

Not everyone suffers from unrealistic or negative assumptions. 
But if you can identify them, it is worth challenging them and seeing 
whether replacing them with more realistic assumptions will have an 
effect on your emotional well-being. 

Unrealistic assumptions not only influence how we feel but also 
our problem-solving ability and our efforts to change unpleasant sit- 
uations. If you believe that it is only you who has all these problems, 
you may wallow in self-pity rather than actively doing something 
about the situation. If, instead, you expect problems to be a normal 
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Figure 4 Effects of thinking on feeling 
 

part of life, you will feel different and will put in more effort. A pos- 
itive attitude is essential in overcoming difficult situations and work 
problems. 

Problem-focused coping 

In our study of international managers, the most frequent coping 
responses for coping with culture shock were the following: 

• Perseverance and actively trying to solve the problem (used by 47 
percent of managers in my survey): "Sort out what the problem 
is and actively do something about it." 

• Social support from other expatriates, friends and family (used by 
30 percent). 

• A positive outlook (used by 20 percent): "Try not to take things 
personally, expect uncertainty, keep an open mind, laugh at 
frustrations." 

 
Different coping strategies work for different people. However, one 
trend emerged from my findings: managers who reported short spells 
of culture shock used social support more frequently than those who 
reported long spells. It seems that social support may act as an effec- 
tive buffer against the worst symptoms of culture shock. This is con- 
sistent with previous research on stress, showing that support through 
friends and family helps to relieve it. 

Problem-focused coping and active problem solving can take dif- 
ferent forms. Once you are in better shape emotionally, you could: 
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• Try to intensify your contact with host nationals so that you feel 
more involved in the local culture and learn faster about its 
values, attitudes and habits. 

• Discuss your own experiences with other international managers, 
and use this ‘mirroring’ technique and the social support that 
goes with it to develop constructive solutions. 

• Join local and expatriate sports clubs or pursue other hobbies that 
will bring you into close contact with other people. 

• Spend more time listening and trying to understand your local 
colleagues. The gap between expatriate and local staff often seems 
insurmountable, and establishing strong contacts from the very 
beginning may prevent this problem or at least reduce it. 

• Once you have identified the main source of your feelings of 
alienation or disorientation, you can start to tackle them in a 
constructive way: the beginning of all active problem solving is a 
thorough problem analysis. 

 
Real-life problem solving usually follows quite distinct phases 
(D’Zurilla and Goldfried, 1971), as illustrated in Figure 5. Problem- 
solving skills can be improved if you follow a model like this. 

Our general problem orientation has a significant influence on the 
entire problem-solving process. If you have a positive, optimistic atti- 
tude, you will reach better solutions. In contrast, if you have a ‘can’t 
do’, pessimistic attitude, you won’t solve problems as easily and you 
may not adapt to an international business culture. 
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Figure 5 Problem-solving phases 
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Dealing with your emotions 
 
The following strategies may help you to cope with the emotional and 
physical demands of international work: 

• Check your self-perception and self-image (list positives and 
negatives and areas for self-development). 

• Concentrate on the positive aspects and use your social support 
system effectively. Try to talk about your problems with close 
friends, mentors and professional contacts. 

• Look at the way you perceive and interpret situations (are these 
realistic or do you suffer from unrealistic assumptions, excessive 
standards and negative expectations?). Get rid of the assumption 
that life has to be perfect. 

• Differentiate between those situations you can control and those 
you can’t. Try to do something about the first group and take a 
pragmatic approach to the second — don’t worry unnecessarily 
about situations you can do nothing about. 

• Watch your diet and exercise level and develop a healthy lifestyle. 



 

 

3  
 
Thinking Differently 

Effective management is difficult enough in your own country: 
trying to understand what makes your subordinate, colleague 
or boss tick, finding out what management style would be 
effective in your organization at a particular point in time, while 
always being aware of the ‘bottom line’. Add in the factor of culture 
and cross-cultural management situations easily reach new heights of 
complexity. 

Cultural differences are particularly evident in the way people 
think. The following comments illustrate some of the management 
situations that international executives in my research experienced 
(Marx, 1996a): 

“In the West, there is all the talk of empowerment which, in a 
way, distances the boss from the employee because there is an 
attitude that one gives the task to the employee and the employ- 
ees can do it how they want. In the East, this idea is not really 
welcome because of the distancing in the relationship between 
boss and employee. In the East, much stronger values are based 
on the relationship side and one very much has to adapt to that 
style of management. Consequently, there is a serious question of 
how possible the implementation of empowerment is in the East- 
ern culture.” 
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“In France, it is difficult to understand the hierarchy and when 
to use first names. There is much more respect for the boss in a sort 
of autocratic way. In the UK, there is more consensus decision 
making. As a foreigner, you can get away with more but you have 
to be sensitive at the same time. In that way, you can use your cul- 
tural difference to an advantage.” 

“I was heading up the salesforce in the Hong Kong office and I 
had to deal with the cultural differences and the racism. The 
major problem was the employees would not give me any news 
and would not tell me what was going on. I solved this particular 
problem by building up individual relationships with them.” 

“The biggest management problem was little sensitivity to other 
ways of thinking. In a way, it is like being on a tightrope, one has 
to assimilate and renegotiate.” 

In this research, I asked 45 executives of various nationalities working 
all over the world about the main business problems they experi- 
enced. Table 3 describes the most frequently reported problems. 

These cross-cultural problems illustrate some fundamental differ- 
ences in business practices. For example, the extent to which rela- 
tionship building is valued, the style of communication and 
interacting, or democratic versus autocratic styles. 

Other fundamental problems were caused by the application of 
western management procedures to other cultures. Examples 
included performance-related pay in Spain and empowerment in the 
Far East. 

In addition, there is the fact that international positions often rep- 
resent promotions and sometimes more training is needed in general 
management, independent of the cross-cultural angle. 
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Table 3 Problems most frequently reported by international managers 

Cross-cultural problems 
Switching from a more bureaucratic approach to a relationship-building 

approach (as in China) 
Differences in interaction style 
Getting used to more autocratic procedures and a more hierarchical 

system (as in France or the UAE) 
Being in a less straightforward and more political organizational 

environment (as in France) 
Dealing with racist attitudes 
Coping with a paternalistic attitude (as in Italy) 

General management problems 
Dealing with high staff turnover and lack of loyalty (as in Singapore) 
Little team orientation 
Problems with boss 
Unequal pay between expatriates and local managers 
Dealing with conflicts 
Dealing with corruption 
 

Understanding other people 
 
A German HR manager had been asked to organize the visit of a 
group of Indonesian businessmen who were coming to Germany for 
a professional exchange. This was a last-minute request by her organ- 
ization and therefore she had little time to prepare. 

As a consequence, she was confronted with several problems: 
• The Indonesian businessmen did not keep to any agendas or 

time schedules. The German organization provided an agenda of 
different activities during the visit, but none of the Indonesian 
managers complied with it. 

• In a group discussion, the Indonesian managers were asked to 
share their opinions on various management issues and to give a 



Breaking Through Culture Shock 

 

42 

critical analysis of business situations. However, the German 
coordinator was unable to get them to participate. 

• The Germans were upset by the table manners of their 
Indonesian colleagues. Indonesians use forks and spoons and are 
not used to eating with knives. 

 
This experience taught the German HR manager several lessons: 

• Time schedules did not make sense to the Indonesians. The 
Germans should have been aware of this and organized the visit 
differently. 

• It is impolite in the Indonesian culture to ask for direct feedback 
and particularly to ask for expressions of criticism. It is 
inconsistent with the concept of harmony which is valued in the 
Indonesian culture. 

• As the Germans were hosting this particular event, they should 
have been more sensitive to the eating customs of Indonesians 
and provided their guests with the cutlery they normally used. 

 

Culture 
 
The biggest challenge in international management is understanding 
other people’s culture, which manifests itself in different ways. We 
use the word culture all the time without considering the exact defi- 
nition, but in this context, we can define culture as ‘the way things are 
done’. Obviously, this can express itself in various forms. 

Hofstede (1994), a well-known author in this area, suggested that 
we should look at cultural manifestations from an outer layer to an 
inner layer (see Figure 6). 
 

Symbols 
 
On the outer layer of culture we find symbols, which could include 
gestures, dress code, class symbols, etc. Even within one culture, there 
are many symbols characterizing different classes (we could take 
bourgeois dressing in France or Wasps in the USA). 
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Figure 6 Hofstede’s manifestations of culture 
 

You will find cultural differences in practically all everyday activi- 
ties, including: 

• Greeting 

“In many Asian societies, the first question in greeting a new- 
comer is ‘How is your family?’ — something that seems strange to 
a northern European.” 

• The art of small talk or conversation 
• Clothes and dress code 

A video on cross-cultural business starts with members of a multi- 
national team arriving for a meeting. The team coordinator, a 
British national, is already present when the German contingent 
arrives. “Did the airline lose your suitcase?” the British national 
enquired when spotting the Germans wearing blazers rather than 
full suits — not realizing that this was their normal business attire. 

• Table manners 
• Meal times and type of food 
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“The French practice of business lunches is prevalent. Hours 
are spent each day lunching with business contacts. Business, 
however, is only discussed for a short time; never before 
dessert.” 

• Office hours and shopping hours 
• Entertaining 
• Schooling 
• Health and preventive medicine 
• Religious practices. 

 

Heroes 
 
In the next layer of culture we find heroes. These are real or imagi- 
nary figures of special importance within a given culture, such as: 

• John F Kennedy in the USA 
• Jean-Paul Sartre in France 
• Winston Churchill in the UK. 

 

Rituals 
 
Next are rituals, ceremonies marking special occasions, such as 
funeral rites, or tea ceremonies in Japan. 

“In Chinese society, a newborn baby is celebrated at the one- 
month party. Extended family, friends and business contacts are 
invited to celebrate the baby’s arrival with an elaborate Chinese 
banquet in a restaurant. This is also the first time when the baby’s 
hair is cut.” 

“The Balinese Temple Festivals, which go on all night with 
music, and people dancing in a trance, are one of the most extra- 
ordinary religious festivals.” 
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“You can see the rituals of Black Magic in Brazil — with special 
candles and flowers on Rio’s beaches at night.” 

Rituals give the newcomer some idea of the importance of a particu- 
lar event within the society or the event’s significance in the eyes of 
the group for which the ritual takes place. However, often many ques- 
tions remain unanswered. 

“During the ‘Hungry Ghost’ Festival in the eighth month of the 
Chinese Calendar, we observed a ritual with two Chinese falling 
into a trance and assuming the roles of two deities (black and 
white); the two deities, with the accompanying group of ‘fellow 
believers’ subsequently moved from the City center to a cemetery 
for a further ritual.” 

“The Carnival in Cologne is a serious affair of enjoyment. For 
three days, Germans go mad and are literally encouraged to be 
‘fools’. They party solidly for three days, with masquerades of 
varying degrees, and the rule is that you can do what you want 
during these three days. Serious businessmen are found dancing 
on tables, and women cut men’s ties off.” 

 

Values 
 
Rituals have history, particular origins and a specific context that gives 
them meaning. They stand for much more than meets the eye. To 
comprehend what symbols, heroes and rituals really mean, one needs 
to understand the values behind them. In contrast to symbols and rit- 
uals that are overt or explicit, values are covert or implicit — they are 
not directly observable and require time and effort to comprehend. 
However, they form the basis of all cultural differences. 

Values are ‘standards or principles considered valuable or impor- 
tant in life’ (Oxford Paperback Dictionary). They are deep-rooted atti- 
tudes that have a significant influence on people’s behavior. They 
express what people really believe in, their attitudes towards the most 
important topics in life (their part in society, attitudes towards 
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relationships, time and nature etc.). Values will determine how we 
feel, think and behave and reflect our cultural background. Values are 
influenced by the history of a group or nation. They are learned as 
part of socialization: what a child can and cannot do, what behavior 
towards authority should be like, what is right and wrong, good and 
bad, beautiful and ugly. 

The following comments illustrate cultural values that have a 
direct effect on working behavior: 

“Germany and France have different attitudes in the work- 
place. Germany has a lack of flexibility and in France people are 
highly individualistic. For example, if the Vorstand (board) in 
Germany asks a senior manager to do something which is out- 
side his prescribed responsibility, he may simply decline on that 
basis.” 

“As a Brit in France, I had to be more autocratic and tough. You 
can’t go for consensus decision making because otherwise they 
think you are a ‘softy’.” 

Most of the time, we are quite unaware or cannot verbalize what our 
values are because they are very complex, were acquired a long time 
ago and are often subconscious. Ask yourself what your most impor- 
tant values are and you will see how difficult it is. 

Yet it is the understanding of different values that will bring us 
closest to cross-cultural effectiveness. In order to understand how 
other people think, it is necessary to understand their value system, 
but to understand others, we need to be aware of and understand our 
own value system. 

A practical exercise may help with understanding values in 
business. 
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Improving your cross-cultural management skills 

Consider how you would solve the situation described below. I will offer 
some concrete suggestions later in the chapter. 
You are part of a business development group in your organization. Your 
team’s task is to win a contract for a new project with the Brazilian gov- 
ernment. You are competing for the contract with teams from the USA 
and Argentina. 

You have quite a lot of background information on the proposed proj- 
ect and on your competitors. Based on this information and your own 
organizational resources, you feel confident that you will win the 
contract. 

Your proposal is time and cost effective and your presentation is 
based on convincing numbers and a rational argument. However, you 
eventually lose the project to the Argentinian team. 

Make some notes in relation to the following issues: 
• Why do you think the Argentinian team obtained the contract? List 

several possible reasons. 
• How could your strategy for doing business in Brazil be improved? 

 

Three dimensions of culture 
 
Most of today’s work on cultural dimensions is based on Geert 
Hofstede’s research in this area, which was followed up and expanded 
by Fons Trompenaars. Culture in this context is defined as mental 
programs or, as Hofstede suggested, a ‘software of the mind’ — ‘a col- 
lective programming of the mind that distinguishes the members of 
one group or category of people from another’ (1994, p5). The main 
assumption is that people from different cultures all face the same 
basic problems (such as the relationship to authority or the concept of 
self). However, the way people solve these problems differs from cul- 
ture to culture. 
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In an attempt to identify these different problem-solving tech- 
niques, both Hofstede and Trompenaars conducted extensive 
research and found evidence of different cultural dimensions. 
Depending on which of the two systems one favors, there are either 
four or seven cultural dimensions. These influence the way we work 
and can therefore explain clashes in international business. However, 
some of the dimensions also seem to overlap and are not completely 
independent. 

I was curious to discover whether there are some essential under- 
lying dimensions in both models that could explain cross-cultural dif- 
ferences in a more succinct way. If so, this would reduce the number 
of dimensions and make our life in international business more sim- 
ple. To pursue this, instead of deciding which theory is substantiated 
by better data, I attempted to define the three basic questions that a 
manager should ask in every international business situation, based on 
my practical work in coaching international managers. 

The following three questions seem to be essential: 
• Is the focus primarily on the task at hand or on people? 
• Are frameworks more important than flexibility? 
• What is the dominant communication and presentation style? 

 
These questions lead to a pragmatic classification of cultural differ- 
ences, as outlined in Figure 7. 

The three key areas cover the main misunderstandings in cross- 
cultural management: 

• Where is the focus and how fast can I do the task? How much 
effort should I put into building relationships? 

• How explicit and detailed does my framework have to be? Can I 
rely on schedules that my business partner gives me? 

• Should I follow a rational, emotion-free presentation style or 
should I try to liven it up with some humor and emotion? Can I 
talk about critical issues or do I have to gloss over these and stay 
positive at all times? Should I be formal or informal? 

 
It may sound paradoxical to suggest that focusing on these areas will 
also help you to overcome a one-sided and stereotypical view of 
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Figure 7 The three main dimensions in cross-cultural management 
 

culture, but this illustrates one of the most important features of 
cross-cultural effectiveness, namely the use of frameworks that allow 
for individual exceptions. In other words, we need a framework to 
understand international business situations, without becoming pre- 
scriptive about it. For example, it is not because all Germans are 
bureaucratic that I should send an agenda, but rather because many 
German companies have a very structured work approach and it is 
therefore useful to check whether I should send an agenda or not. 
What is essential is not a prescriptive action, but the ability to think of 
alternative ways of doing things. 

I will refer to both Hofstede’s and Trompenaars’ work in describ- 
ing these key areas. 
 

Orientation 
 
Cultures differ in their orientation to the task or to relationships/ 
people. Western cultures are generally more task oriented (particularly 
in northern Europe and the USA) compared to Asia or South Amer- 
ica. A US manager wants to whizz into the company, sort things out, 
get out and go to the next job. Hong Kong or Singaporean managers 
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will first try to establish good relationships before looking at the deal. 
Asian executives look at how the system works and see individuals as 
part of a system. In contrast, their northern European and US coun- 
terparts will try to break the venture down into parts, compartmen- 
talize it and get the task done before moving on to the next one. 

This dimension can be seen as a reflection of individualism ver- 
sus collectivism and of a focus on specifics versus a focus on the 
context. 
 

Individualism versus collectivism 
 
Are our actions primarily influenced by our own urges, goals and 
motivation or by those of the group to which we belong? In individu- 
alist societies (such as North America and northern Europe) the focus 
is on the self, as reflected in the idea of self-actualization (at the top of 
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs). In contrast, in collectivist societies (for 
example China and some of the former communist countries) the 
prime motivation is towards the common objectives of the group. 

We could say that this dimension depends on our definition of self. 
Individuals from collectivist cultures make more reference to the 
group as part of their self-definition, whereas individuals from 
individualist cultures make reference to self-attributes ("I am part of 
the X family" as opposed to "I am good at languages"). 

For example, when I worked at the National University of Singa- 
pore, we asked a group of Singaporean students to fill in a self-concept 
test which consisted of 20 statements starting with "I am..." Com- 
pared to US students, Singaporeans (although often fairly western- 
ized) were much more likely to see themselves as part of the group or 
the family; they were more collectivist than individually oriented. 
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Table 4 Examples of cultures on opposite poles – 
individualism versus collectivism 
Individualism Collectivism 
USA South Korea 
UK Thailand 
 Singapore 

 

As Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner (1998) have illustrated, this 
dimension influences negotiations, decision making and motivation: 

• Negotiations. Negotiations in collectivist cultures are often 
attended by a group of people, as opposed to a sole representative 
in individualist cultures. This has the implication that 
unaccompanied people may be seen as lacking status in 
collectivist societies. 

• Decision making. Collectivist decision making takes longer, as the 
focus is on consensus or checking back with headquarters. The 
advantage is that decisions are well thought through and 
implementation can usually proceed quite smoothly. 

• Motivation. In individualist societies, performance-related pay is 
effective. In collectivist societies, individual performance-related 
pay may not make much sense and may be ineffective, as many 
western organizations have experienced when trying to apply 
their procedures in a non-western culture. 

 

Specifics versus context 
 
Individualist cultures have a tendency to compartmentalize and to 
concentrate on specific tasks. Collectivist cultures are more context 
oriented and see most tasks as interrelated. 

Different areas of life are connected. For example, in context-ori- 
ented cultures, business negotiations start with building relationships 
and proceed from the periphery to the core objective of the meeting. 
Specific-oriented cultures concentrate on the core business objectives 
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first and may later engage in peripheral or social activities, although 
these are not regarded as absolutely necessary. 

Context-oriented cultures are characterized by task orientation 
through people orientation. It follows that in context-oriented cultures, 
you need more time to establish business relationships. You cannot 
carry out negotiations on the basis of rational arguments or the logic of 
product superiority. In fact, this is what may have gone wrong in the 
Brazilian business situation described in the case example: an exclusive 
presentation of rational arguments (a specific focus) without consider- 
ing more extensive aspects of the business and negotiations. 

An example of a highly task-oriented British manager (coming 
from a specific culture) going to work in Thailand (a more 
context-oriented culture) may illustrate this dimension. The 
psychological assessment established certain risk areas concern- 
ing the British manager’s personality profile and the culture in 
which he was going to work. The candidate had an extremely 
straightforward and direct interaction approach. He was also very 
assertive and dominant. Both characteristics are risk factors in the 
Thai business environment where harmony and diplomatic behav- 
ior are valued. 

The candidate was highly task driven and competitive. He was 
also very pragmatic and bottom-line oriented. Whereas these are 
very positive within a western business context, they tend to be 
counter-productive in Asia. In order to set up a company in Thai- 
land and develop business, this manager needed to take a more 
strategic and long-term approach. He also had to work on his abil- 
ity to develop business relationships, as he was an introvert and 
therefore not automatically inclined to establish the social 
networks that are important for business in Thailand. In general, 
going from a specific to a context orientation was one of the main 
coaching areas for this candidate. 
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Table 5 Examples of cultures on opposite poles – 
specific versus context 

Specific culture Context-oriented culture 
USA China 
UK Indonesia 
Germany Singapore 
 Thailand 

 

Task approach ------ structured versus fluid 
 
Our approach to a task may be more structured or more fluid, 
depending on the influence of our cultural background. We may need 
to work to a framework, or we may be able to be more flexible. This 
dimension may also be considered in terms of how far we are able to 
tolerate ambiguity, and how we think about time. 
 

Tolerance of ambiguity 
 
People from different cultures react very differently in ambiguous situ- 
ations. At one extreme, the German culture is characterized by intoler- 
ance of ambiguity. This is one of the reasons that Germans are highly 
structured, organized, work with clear agendas and do not like unpre- 
dictability. They are very time conscious, concrete in their planning and 
work to a step-by-step approach. They are well prepared when they 
come to meetings and follow exactly the priorities of the agenda. 

At the other extreme is Brazil, where planning is not so important 
and what is paramount is that the objective is achieved. Therefore, 
Brazilian business partners go much more with the flow, have a fairly 
fluid approach, are not too bothered with agendas and can change 
direction quite easily. 

The tolerance of ambiguity in a particular culture determines 
whether frameworks and structures are put in place and adhered to 
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strictly, and possibly also how much time is spent working on the 
bureaucracy of business, since cultures with a high tolerance of ambi- 
guity are almost by definition more fluid and less structured. It is easy 
to imagine the potential difficulties when representatives of the 
extreme poles meet in business negotiations — the Germans may 
despair of the unstructured approach of the Brazilians and the Brazil- 
ians may find the Germans rigid and bureaucratic. 

But let us not forget that there may be significant individual dif- 
ferences within a particular culture. Individuals differ in the extent to 
which they prefer complexity and ambiguity as opposed to certainty. 
It is often managers who prefer ambiguity who do particularly well in 
international settings, as these are by definition ambiguous and com- 
plex. By contrast, managers who want an excessive amount of cer- 
tainty and rigid frameworks will not adapt well to this 
unpredictability. 
 

Table 6 Examples of cultures on opposite poles – 
tolerance of ambiguity 

Low High 
Germany Brazil 
 India 

 

Time concept 
 
The way we think about time has a strong influence on how we 
organize our activities with others. Following Trompenaars and 
Hampden-Turner’s (1998) categorization, cultures see time as either 
sequential (a series of passing events) or synchronic (where past, pres- 
ent and future are interrelated). 

Western cultures often have a sequential time concept: we see the 
way from A to B as a straight line and therefore plan everything to 
tight and efficient time schedules. This is stringent forward planning 
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or a ‘time is money’ attitude. However, in synchronic societies, the 
emphasis is on doing several activities at the same time and this is still 
considered normal practice. For example, a manager may be on the 
phone, having a conversation with someone else in the room and be 
taking notes, all at the same time. In Brazil, it is perfectly acceptable 
to answer your mobile phone in a business meeting. 

Hall and Hall (1990, p14) explain sequential thinking as follows: 

It is an artifact of the industrial revolution in England; factory life 
required the labor force to be on hand and in place at an appointed 
hour. In spite of the fact that it is learned, monochronic (i.e. 
sequential) time now appears to be natural and logical because 
the great majority of Americans grew up in monochronic time sys- 
tems with whistles and bells counting off the hours. 

In sequential societies, people plan everything, they work to time 
schedules and there is a great focus on punctuality. In synchronic cul- 
tures, there is less focus on being on time. The basic idea is to agree 
the general objectives of the project and then find a way to reach 
them. Flexibility is more valued than schedules. 

When we are working across cultures, it is important to ascertain 
the significance of the past and of traditions. This is a common fail- 
ure of western management consultants. International business proj- 
ects may fail because of a disregard for counterparts’ cultural 
background and approach to work. Synchronic cultures carry their 
past through to the present and to the future. They will refuse to con- 
sider change unless they can be convinced that their heritage is safe. 
Therefore, western consultants have to adapt their approach to this 
framework and show that traditions are not threatened by new ways 
of working or by technology. 

The American sequential approach is seen by synchronic cultures 
as aggressive and impatient. Sequential planning also works less well 
in fast-changing, turbulent environments, such as those experienced 
in the 1990s. 

In my own experience, adapting to different time schedules and 
frameworks is extremely difficult. Being German, I was trained to 
take a very stringent approach to any task, with all details organized 
and all eventualities incorporated. This perfectionist approach makes 
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you very vulnerable in working environments that have different 
rules. I took a long time to relax. Although in some ways I am proba- 
bly still more structured than flexible, I have developed quite an effec- 
tive style: my planning is much more long term, oriented towards 
larger goals, which leaves more flexibility in dealing with details. I 
schedule in more obstacles and this also allows me to change plans. 
Most importantly, I do not run a project sequentially but take a syn- 
chronic approach and do several things at once, which allows me to 
progress with a particular project when the time is right. This gives 
me flexibility but also allows sufficient planning. 
 

Table 7 Examples of cultures on opposite poles – 
time concept 

Sequential Synchronic 
USA Brazil 
Germany Southern Europe 

 

Communication and presentation style 
 
Whereas Italian and French managers show their emotions, Chinese 
managers prize composed and cool behavior. Some cultures are formal 
and put a high value on titles, seniority and hierarchies, whereas others 
take a much more informal, democratic approach and work on the 
basis of meritocracy, independent of the age or origin of the person. 
 

Factual versus expressive style 
 
In some cultures, the expression of emotions (in tone of voice or ges- 
ture) is fully encouraged, whereas in others emotional expression is 
unacceptable and is seen as a sign of weakness or loss of control. Emo- 
tional expression is part of business life in Latin countries, whereas 
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Asian countries, such as Japan or China, would find this intolerable 
and see it as a loss of ‘face’ and therefore a loss of respect. 
Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner (1998) define this contrast in 
viewpoints as being the difference between neutral and affective 
cultures. 

During my work in Singapore, staff meetings were an absolutely 
classic example of cross-cultural communication. Singaporeans typi- 
cally behaved in a rational and unemotional way when expressing 
their opinions in group meetings. They wanted to find a harmonious 
solution and therefore focused on consensus decision making. Ulti- 
mately, they did not want to lose face. Western expatriates, in contrast, 
debated ferociously, showing anger, frustration and enthusiasm, and 
generally did not care whether their opinions were extreme and 
against the majority. Interestingly, most of these situations worked out 
OK because everybody recognized and accepted the others’ style and 
the different cultural rules — despite frustrations on both sides. The 
fact that we were psychologists might have helped in this respect! 

There are business situations in which emotional behavior results 
in loss of face and respect and, ultimately, in the loss of the relation- 
ship with foreign business partners. But even if emotions can be 
freely expressed, there is a question about the type of emotion that is 
acceptable. Researchers point out cross-cultural differences in the 
acceptability of emotions (Harré and Parrott, 1996). For example, US 
culture is obsessed with positive and optimistic presentation; conse- 
quently, assertiveness, positive self-presentation and optimism are 
highly valued in the USA. This means that the expression of regret 
and self-effacing behavior are less acceptable. 
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Table 8 Examples of cultures on opposite poles – 
neutral versus affective 

Neutral (factual) Affective (expressive) 
UK Italy 
China Brazil 
Singapore France 
Japan  
Indonesia  

 

Formal versus informal style 
 
How is status attributed to an individual? Some cultures have a meri- 
tocratic approach and define status in terms of achievement, i.e. by 
what people have done in the past; examples are educational achieve- 
ments, business achievements, achievements in personal or social life. 
Other cultures ascribe status by predetermined roles, by seniority or 
according to age, gender or class. 

The difference may result in cultures that are more formal and title 
oriented (ascription) and others that are much more informal and 
democratically oriented (achievement). 

In an international setting, we cannot assume that status is defined 
by the same standards. If an executive from an achievement-oriented 
culture meets an executive from an ascription-oriented culture, the 
first has to make sure that respect is given on the basis of seniority, 
title, etc. In the same way, executives from an ascription-oriented 
society can expect a very informal communication style from execu- 
tives from more achievement-oriented societies. A good example of 
these differences can be seen in the contrast between American and 
Japanese executives. 
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Table 9 Examples of cultures on opposite poles – 
achievement versus ascription 

Achievement (informal) Ascription (formal) 
USA Indonesia 
Norway Thailand 
UK Spain 
Germany  
Australia  

 

Cross-cultural effectiveness 
 
The main objective of the culture shock triangle is to provide a frame- 
work to increase our cross-cultural effectiveness by enabling us to gain 
a deeper understanding of our colleagues’ cultures. The three key areas 
of cultural differences provide a general framework that allows us to 
come up with alternative interpretations of a given situation — they do 
not provide a template of precise actions to be taken in particular cir- 
cumstances. 

Now that you have some understanding of cultural differences, it 
would be useful to go back to the practical exercise on page 47 and 
reflect on your answers. Would you change your mind about 
anything? 
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Case example 

The Argentinian team may have won the contract because: 
• They did not rely exclusively on rational argument, but spent time 

building relationships with their future partners. 
• They understood more about the cultural sensitivities of the 

situation. 
• They had a different time schedule (longer and more flexible) than 

the western team. 
• They showed more respect for the ascription-oriented culture. 
• They took the collectivist culture into consideration. 

 
The aim of acquiring a cultural framework is to be able to adopt cul- 
tural relativism (Hofstede, 1994), the concept that admits that there is 
no absolute right or wrong — that no one approach is the best — and 
that acknowledges that a variety of approaches can be effective, 
depending on the particular cultural context. Being able to change 
methods according to the situation in which you find yourself is a key 
part of breaking through culture shock. 

If we adopt cultural relativism, instead of assuming that A’s behav- 
ior means B, we will be in a position to say that A’s behavior could 
mean X, Y or Z, and therefore several types of reaction may be 
appropriate. 

Being an effective international manager means that you don’t 
apply narrow, black-and-white categories but develop different ways 
of looking at a situation. It also implies a strong self-knowledge, of our 
own culture and of our individual preferences — only if you under- 
stand yourself and the way you think can you begin to understand 
people from different cultures. 

What happens if we don’t adopt an attitude of cultural relativism? 
Without cross-cultural training, we have no automatic responses in an 
unfamiliar situation. Unfamiliarity can cause anxiety and stress. We 
try to reduce this anxiety and, under stress, we resort to well-proven, 
automatic methods that may not be effective. These responses are 
likely to be ethnocentric, monocultural and inappropriate. 
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Thinking across cultures 
 
Review your style of approaching business situations in the three 
areas discussed in this chapter and train yourself to think of alterna- 
tive interpretations. Only if you can meet a complex foreign environ- 
ment with an equally complex range of interpretations will you be 
successful in international business. This method of thinking across 
cultures is summarized in Figure 8. 
 
 

 
Figure 8 Thinking across cultures 



 

 

4  
 
Behaving Differently 

What are the social skills needed in international work? How 
do managers adapt socially to an international role? How 
does their view of themselves and others change as a result 
of international work? 
 

How your identity, expectations and goals will change 
 
Most executives would be considered relatively mature individuals who 
have a pretty good idea of who they are and their goals in life. Our iden- 
tity and goals are normally determined by our past experiences, family 
background, career and social context. We achieve stability through 
having family or close friends, through belonging to various social clubs 
or sports organizations and, last but not least, through being an 
employee of a certain company. But all this can change if we are work- 
ing in another country, because the stable social and organizational set- 
up we take so much for granted may no longer be there. 

Although our sense of identity may initially be the same (that is, 
we know who we are), uncertainty creeps in: we miss the familiar 
social context. International managers often complain about difficul- 
ties on the social side if they are on a longer-term assignment: they 
feel lonely and miss their friends and family, or they describe how 
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difficult it is to build a social network. With the loss of their normal 
background, managers begin to doubt and question themselves. It is 
as if they are living in a vacuum without the signs that usually confirm 
their role and status; and without a predictable social context, we 
begin to wonder who we are. 

As time goes by, international managers learn to cope with the sit- 
uation. But are they the same people that they were before? It is naive 
to assume that a major change or exposure to a new professional or 
social setting will not have some kind of impact. As my research has 
shown, most managers report distinct changes in their personality, 
particularly related to their social skills (Marx, 1996a). They notice, as 
a consequence of their work: 

• Greater confidence 
• Better listening ability 
• More tolerance and patience 
• Greater sensitivity to other cultures 
• Better understanding of people 
• More assertiveness and independence 
• Greater diplomacy 
• A higher degree of flexibility. 

 
A Dutch manager working in Britain described the change in her 
personality as follows: 

“I had to learn how to bite my tongue and to become more tact- 
ful. I slowed down and I’m not as vocal as I was before, for 
example, in taking charge of a group. I also learned to listen more. 
In a way, I have become quite Anglicized in that I find the more 
energetic discussions at home in the Netherlands a bit stressful.” 

A banker working in Russia reported: 

“I can see how my ways of behaving and communicating have 
been influenced by being in Russia. I observed a similar 
effect with an Austrian colleague in the London bank who had 
come back from the US and had been very Americanized.” 
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Another manager commented: 

“I feel more assertive, much more sure of myself. I am in a very 
demanding environment, having improved my language 
skills, I also find that my professional life is better. I do not see 
things as a problem, I see them as a challenge now.” 

Many changes are related to communication and relationship skills 
and successful international managers will be strong in these areas. 
With the acquisition of better communication and interpersonal 
skills, another area will change: expectations in relation to our career 
and life in general. In other words, our life values may alter as a con- 
sequence of international work. 

This is confirmed by a British executive who worked in the USA 
and Africa: 

“I always thought that I would like working internationally. I 
think the greatest effect it has is really on identity.” 

International executives often have very high expectations of them- 
selves, their careers and their social life. As they start enjoying a range 
of different experiences, they expect a similar or even greater diversity 
wherever they go next, but this expectation can create difficulties 
when repatriating after a long-term assignment. The home setting 
may now be too small and unadventurous to fulfill their need for 
expansion and to match their new identity. 

Identity is a very abstract concept, so it may be easier to think about 
how our interests and values change as a consequence of international 
work. This will ultimately depend on one fundamental decision — 
which lifestyle we decide to adopt. 
 

Joining the cocktail set or going native? 
 
This decision is characteristic of the classic expatriate. However, it 
applies equally to short-term international assignments, as an execu- 
tive’s social network will influence their expectations as well as their 
cross-cultural effectiveness — ‘you are who you socialize with’. 



Behaving Differently 

 

65 

 

Traditionally, expatriate managers clearly fell into the cocktail set 
category. We can read about them in short stories by Somerset 
Maugham or Paul Theroux. Even though there are decades separat- 
ing these two writers, their descriptions of life in a foreign culture are 
surprisingly similar. The fundamental issues (relationship dynamics, 
attitudes towards life, the experience of being a ‘foreigner’) do not 
seem to have changed much. 

Even today, we find classic expatriate circles in cities such as Hong 
Kong, Singapore or Tokyo. Many international managers in these 
places enjoy substantial expatriate packages as ‘compensation’ for not 
living in their home country. They have comfortable apartments pro- 
vided by their company, household staff and membership of presti- 
gious clubs. The cocktail-set manager is a club person — whether it is a 
sports club or a club of compatriots. The underlying motivation is 
always the same: finding refuge from the hustle and bustle and the for- 
eignness of the place and retreating into our own culture, where we 
know that the cocktail is served with just the right amount of ice or 
lemon. More importantly, it is a place where we meet ‘people like us’. 

A senior banking executive with a long international career 
described the following experience: 

“I had knowledge of the Far East. I was brought up in the Far 
East until the age of eight. I subsequently did my National 
Service overseas and then went to the Hong Kong and Shanghai 
Bank with the sole intention of going overseas and having a proper 
expatriate career. Hong Kong Bank at the time only recruited peo- 
ple who intended to work overseas. Typically, they were recruited 
straight from school or following National Service, and served 
overseas until they retired at the age of 53. 

The selection at the time was pretty crude. I suspect I was 
selected on the basis that I had been to an English public school, 
and was therefore better prepared for separation from parents! In 
those days, overseas tours were four years without home leave. 
The entry qualifications at that time were not very demanding; 
everything went much more on personal recommendation. 

At the beginning of my international career, there was some 
loneliness and homesickness but the bank had very strong 
family/social values. One of the rules of joining at the time was not 
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to get married for the first five years. Bachelors went out from the 
UK and lived in a communal Mess, run on military lines, with 
other bachelors and formed close relationships which were often 
maintained throughout their careers. It was a tight social network 
which helped to give support. The extreme consequence of this net- 
work was having to ask the staff controller before getting married 
whether the person one intended to marry was ‘suitable’. In the 
past, the bank’s culture had quite a military bias to it. Thirty years 
ago, Hong Kong was mainly British and, therefore, not much 
adaptation in terms of management was required.” 

Hong Kong and Shanghai Bank (now HSBC Holdings plc) is 
unusual in that it still has an international cadre of 370 executives. 
However, recruitment and retention policies are now very different 
from those described above. Graduates only are recruited up to the 
age of 27, and they may continue to work overseas until their late 
fifties. They must be fully mobile and be prepared to take an unusual 
assignment in any location. They may head up country operations or 
work on short-term projects. They are an elite group, with solid expa- 
triate packages, who promote globally the HSBC Group’s core values. 

Large multinational companies usually have strong social estab- 
lishments. In some cases, there are large company compounds where 
all expatriates live together (for example Shell in Sarawak). 

Being part of the cocktail set allows us strict control over our envi- 
ronment and enables us to preserve our existing values, perspectives 
and perceptions. It encourages an ‘us and them’ attitude which can be 
comforting — but only for a short time. International managers often 
drift into this set simply because it is the natural thing to do. On arrival 
in a foreign place, we look for the support and comfort of compatriots 
— people who can give sound advice on what it is like to live there, 
practical information on where to shop and how to deal with the 
bureaucracy, as well as more in-depth guidance on the intricacies of the 
culture. If we choose to stay in this set, we will develop a fairly close- 
knit social circle, but it will have its limitations. Our conversations will 
often focus on the negative aspects of the host country, sometimes 
resulting in ‘venting’ sessions on how awful the locals are and what a 
drag it is to be living there or, to stay with a stereotype, how difficult it 
is to get decent household help. People complain that nothing is quite 
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right and there is also plenty of criticism and bitching about other peo- 
ple in the set. This is because many of these social relationships are 
‘convenience’ relationships — we are socializing with people we would 
not necessarily choose to be with at home. 

Remaining exclusively in the expatriate environment can get you 
into a rut of circular arguments, without giving you the opportunity to 
learn something about the new culture or to adapt better by challeng- 
ing your own attitudes and behavior. In this sense, you don’t truly adapt 
because you don’t develop an ability to function with confidence in 
more than one culture. Living in an expatriate bubble is similar to liv- 
ing on a small island, resulting in a preoccupation with minute issues 
and no consideration of the bigger picture. Managers who choose the 
expatriate set don’t actively participate in whatever the country has to 
offer, they are not really part of anything — and they often suffer from 
stagnation and a feeling of waiting for something to happen. 

The alternative to joining the cocktail set is to ‘go native’ and 
become involved in the local culture in an exclusive way. This hap- 
pens with international managers who are extremely interested in the 
foreign culture and decide early on that they will focus their social and 
working life on host nationals. They despise the cocktail set and 
believe that interacting with compatriots will distract them from the 
‘real task’ of doing a good job in the new place. 

With this attitude, they may not even seek their compatriots’ sup- 
port at the beginning of the assignment. They will throw themselves 
into an intense phase of learning what the new place is about and what 
the characteristics and values of the different culture are. On the sur- 
face, this appears to be the right approach. However, it can result in 
an extreme attitude of idolization of everything about the new culture 
and devaluation of our own culture. In other words, the going native 
attitude implies that the host nationals have the right way of living, 
communicating and working, and that our own culture is inferior. 

One manager in the oil industry reported the case of a colleague 
working in Jakarta who ‘went native’, did not perform very well and 
in the end was dismissed. He adapted too much to the slower pace in 
Indonesia and the lack of schedules and deadlines. Headquarters in 
Europe was not impressed! 

It is easy to see how this attitude can have a negative effect: it can 
lead to an unbalanced view of the world but also, contrary to the 
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manager’s expectations, a lack of acceptance by the host nationals. A 
foreigner who tries to imitate the host nationals’ behavior to an 
extreme degree will be treated with suspicion. Non-British people 
who become ‘more British than the British’ are not taken seriously 
and the same applies to any other exaggerated imitation. 

Joining the cocktail set and going native are equally unhealthy in 
their extreme forms. The first is characterized by defensiveness 
against anything foreign, the second by defensiveness against our own 
culture. Both mindsets are one-sided and do not allow the develop- 
ment of true multiculturalism. This starts with understanding and 
accepting the values and perspectives of both cultures. It is a learning 
process that will ideally result in finding an effective compromise 
between our native way of doing things and a new, different way. 

One manager reported the following experience: 

“I thoroughly enjoyed Oman. Of course, there were invariably 
bad patches but it went well once we got a house and got set- 
tled. We tried to mix with the local Omanis and decided always to 
have very good holidays. 

In Malaysia, it was much more difficult. My wife was at first 
not working and housing was a problem. I had a fantastic job and 
I couldn’t come home in the evening and rave about my job when 
my wife was desperately looking for an occupation. Nevertheless, 
we had to move after two years in Malaysia and it was a dis- 
appointment for me to let go of my project and go to the new plant. 
The first year in Malaysia clearly was a problem but subsequently 
we adapted better. The way we adapted was to be active and have 
good holidays to make the most of it. We engaged in sports and 
sailing and were not too much concerned to save money but bought 
a four-wheel drive and a boat and so on to make it interesting. It is 
clear that it is very important to have good breaks and weekends to 
enjoy the experience. There are cases of people who just want to 
save money and then get overstressed and return before contract 
termination. 

In contrast to that pattern, I enjoyed the fast social life, I had 
a large salary, a large social circle that was readily available and 
altogether a very exciting time. This was combined with a high 
degree of stimulation because of the diverse local culture.” 
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This shows a manager in an expatriate circle but with a clear motiva- 
tion to meet people from the host culture and a strong curiosity about 
the new place. This may be one way to achieve true multiculturalism: 
being relatively clear about our own cultural background but also 
sufficiently permeable in terms of learning different ways of thinking 
and behaving. 

It is best to aim for a compromise — a combination of the cocktail 
set and going native approaches. In order to preserve our self-identity 
as part of our own national culture, we need to anchor ourselves in 
some way with people who come from the same cultural background. 
This gives us an emotional security zone, as well as practical advice. 
At the same time, this emotional security should be used to make 
steps forward into the new culture and to confront alternative ways of 
thinking and behaving. 

Only a clear sense of identity can give us the confidence to question 
our own way of doing things and consider alternative approaches. 
Paradoxically, it is a strong sense of self and of personal values that 
allows us to expand and integrate new values. If we know who we are, 
we ultimately feel safe considering other ways of doing things and are 
not threatened by them. Managers with a weak sense of self feel threat- 
ened by the experience of ‘otherness’ — they put up defenses and with- 
draw into their national ways of doing things. A strong sense of self can 
also create openness: we are willing to learn new approaches that are 
more effective and integrate them into our previous ways of doing 
things. In this sense, international work can truly enrich our potential. 
 

How to adapt 
 
International managers find the following factors helpful when 
adapting to life abroad (Marx, 1996a). The suggestions are comple- 
mented by comments from individual managers who took part in the 
survey. 

• Personality characteristics and attitudes such as patience, 
cooperative style, pragmatic orientation, flexibility, easy-going 
personality.] 
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“I have been very flexible, getting used to things going wrong, but 
the most important thing is having an interest in people. Inter- 
personal skills are extremely important. The ability to adjust one’s 
pace: for example, if one has to go through a lot of protocol, one 
has to have a lot of patience.” 

“I think I adapt well in different countries because I have a co- 
operative style. I get along with people and I do not believe in 
using my authority. I am not overly confrontational and am very 
pragmatic in my approach.” 

• Dealing with problems in a proactive way without being too self- 
aware or too self-analytical. This is an interesting point: at first 
sight it may contradict what we have said about being careful in 
cross-cultural situations, analyzing what is going on and being 
self-aware. What this advice points to is to the perfect balance 
between analysis, self-analysis and action. We have to be positive 
and have a ‘can-do’ attitude in order to overcome seemingly 
insurmountable problems. Some people can be put off their 
stroke by fairly minor hassles (the ‘burnt toast’ syndrome), 
whereas others only really get into gear when they are confronted 
by serious problems. 

“I have seen several problem cases of people having difficulties in 
adaptation. The most drastic case was the wife of an international 
executive who committed suicide in Hong Kong because of the 
extreme social isolation.” 

“In my short-term international assignments, I adapted by biting 
my tongue, not patronizing and not using slang. I also tried to take 
nationality out of the business issues. On a personal level, it 
requires patience and understanding to adapt.” 

• Outside interests offer a comfort zone. It always helps to have a 
good range of interests outside work. This helps with general 
stress management, both at home and abroad. It provides 
somewhere to retreat to after difficult encounters during the 
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working day. Some managers also mentioned the advantage of 
having strong religious beliefs. 

• A real interest in the culture, the people and the customs. This 
goes beyond the superficial and means a clear affinity, curiosity 
and drive to understand more about the culture and its people. 
A real interest will result in a greater effort to come to a true 
understanding of the culture as well as achieving a balanced 
view of the positive and negative characteristics of the foreign 
country. 

“I mainly socialized with my Asian colleagues in Hong Kong and 
so established very good friendships with people in the local com- 
munity as opposed to having an expatriate life. I therefore never 
felt quite alienated but was relatively content right from the begin- 
ning. You do not feel alienation if you are in tune with the 
culture.” 

• Spending money and enjoying whatever activities the country has 
to offer. Some managers try to save too much money on 
international assignments, which can have negative effects on 
how they adapt: they are not willing to spend enough time and 
money to enjoy the opportunities of the host country. 

• Enjoying a privileged lifestyle and a comfortable situation can 
also help to counteract potential stresses. 

 
When asked about the most positive surprise, many managers in the 
survey answered "having a good lifestyle", such as: 

• Comfortable and luxurious life 
• Travel opportunities 
• Enjoying the social life 
• Developing a love for the culture and the place 
• Opportunity to meet new people. 
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The importance of networking 
 
Networking is an essential skill in business and it is even more impor- 
tant in an international context. A good networker will learn twice as 
fast about the local conditions and cross-cultural issues, while a bad 
networker will have a restricted view of what is going on around them 
and will obviously be less likely to establish relevant business contacts. 

Networking is more important in countries that are more rela- 
tionship oriented. In cultures that are more task than relationship ori- 
ented (northern Europe), networking may not be seen as important 
and therefore networking skills are not as essential. However, cultures 
that are relationship oriented (Asia, South America) are necessarily 
much more network oriented. In China, the need to work out the 
guanxi (business relationships) makes this more than evident. 

International managers should therefore check whether their net- 
working skills are good, sufficient or need improvement. An Austrian 
banker working for many years in Russia commented: 

“I am aware that as a consequence of this experience, I use net- 
working much more effectively than before as I see the 
importance now much more clearly.” 

Whereas in the past, comments like "so-and-so is such a networker" 
may have been derogatory, the positive effects of good networking skills 
are now indisputable. Networking not only improves the chances of 
finding a better job, it also makes it more likely that we will be effective 
at work. Chief executives with good networking skills are probably 
those who put the most interesting business deals together. 

A good networker thinks in terms of systems — they assess the 
value of a contact in relation to their entire network. A bad networker 
assesses only the value to themselves. An attitude of "I can’t see the 
point of spending time on lunches that have no immediate business 
objective" should be replaced with "I like to spread my net wide". 

The fact that networking may be an area for all executives (national 
and international) to address is indicated by a research project on the 
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development needs of top managers. I analyzed development needs 
on the basis of half-day psychological assessments of candidates for 
management positions. These positions were varied and included 
chief executive, project director, human resource director, investment 
strategist, IT services manager, sales director and finance director. The 
target group was 100 short-listed candidates, i.e. the best candidates 
for the positions advertised, but it was evident that there was a clear 
need to work on interpersonal skills. Among the top four develop- 
ment needs, three had an impact on the interpersonal area: 

• Interests/cognitive orientation, such as lack of psychological 
understanding and lack of strategic orientation. 

• Interpersonal style, such as interpersonal sensitivity and insufficient 
communication skills. 

• Emotional aspects, such as anxiety and low social confidence or 
pessimism. 

 
These results may be surprising, because few people would predict 
that senior managers could have weaknesses in these areas. However, 
the fact that more and more managers are using coaching consultants 
suggests that senior executives do have development needs and that 
this may be normal in the progression to a senior position. 

Looking more closely at the top development needs, it is easy to 
imagine how they could affect the networking activities of an 
executive in the international arena: a lack of strategic orientation or 
psychological understanding, little interpersonal sensitivity and prob- 
lems with social confidence will certainly not make it easy to be a 
good networker in a foreign environment. 

We can differentiate between two essential components of net- 
working: strategy and social skills. 
 

The strategy of networking 
 
Do you see your job responsibilities as very specific, focused and 
neatly defined, or do you take a much wider and flexible view? Does 
your task orientation result in fast and efficient completion, or do you 
look at the implications of your actions in more detail? Do you see 
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task achievement as a straight line from A to B, or do you consider 
indirect but possibly more efficient routes? 

Some managers take a holistic or systemic view, in that they see 
the interconnectedness of their actions. They know that they have a 
tough business issue to tackle, but they also look at the implications 
of getting there by various means. They look at the short- and long- 
term implications as well as those for people inside and outside the 
organization. While carrying out the task at hand, they never lose 
sight of the greater goals. Other managers, possibly those with a 
highly specialist or technical background, are trained to take a differ- 
ent and potentially narrower view. They concentrate on facts and fig- 
ures and are not too concerned about the wider implications. Their 
view is not holistic or systemic and this will have a negative effect in 
an international setting. 

Related to this is strategic planning. Many managers are extremely 
competent technically but find it difficult to make the jump from a 
technical role to a management position. One factor that is decisive 
for proceeding successfully to a higher management position is the 
ability to take a conceptual or strategic view: to be holistic, to look at 
long-term implications and to see the interconnectedness of events. 
This interconnectedness is partly factual in terms of hard business 
issues but, of course, it also has a ‘softer’ element, the people side. It 
is this combination of task and people orientation, together with a 
strategic view, that makes some managers more effective than others. 

In terms of the people side, we may ask whether even highly suc- 
cessful executives take a sufficiently psychological view. Do they 
understand their impact on others as well as the way other people’s 
behavior will affect them? 

Certain incidents at senior management meetings create doubts 
about some executives’ ability to take a psychological view. At one 
large company’s senior international managers’ conference, 90 execu- 
tives were asked whether they believed that gender had an effect on 
the way products were perceived. As many as 40 percent did not 
believe that gender had an effect that should be considered in their 
marketing activities. Given the seniority of the group, this ignorance 
is a good example of a lack of psychological orientation. Similarly, a 
recent case showed that a European company found it easy to fire a 
senior executive in South America but much more difficult to under- 
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stand the implications of this incident — the South American work- 
force perceived the decision makers in its European headquarters as 
callous, aggressive and not really interested in its employees, so the 
incident had a thoroughly demotivating effect. 

Networking activities have to be strategically planned, particularly 
for executives who are not naturally inclined to use all contacts as 
potential business contacts. This is the case in more introvert (socially 
reserved) executives who would rather work on the factual task and 
take an analytical approach than be socially oriented and ‘out and 
about’. These executives literally have to schedule networking activi- 
ties into their weekly diaries. 
 

Social skills 
 
Socially skilled people perceive social situations accurately, are sen- 
sitive to how others respond to them and are flexible in their behav- 
ior, both verbally and non-verbally. Whether in China or the USA, 
it is important to gauge the appropriate space between two people in 
conversation, for example, or whether extended eye contact is seen 
as positive (instilling trust) or offensive (aggressive). There are com- 
monly accepted ways of greeting or asking for favors and so on and 
a socially skilled person will be aware of these. 

Executives who are ineffective in interactions can have problems at 
various levels: they may find it hard to understand what the other 
person wants, they may know what to do but feel too shy to do it, or 
their verbal and non-verbal behavior may be inconsistent and there- 
fore may not have the desired impact. 

As soon as a misunderstanding or an unfortunate social situation 
arises, it is important to assess exactly what went wrong. In a sense, 
you have to learn the new rules of the social game, what is appropri- 
ate and acceptable in the different culture. 

A good example of rules or codes in social interaction is the use of 
humor in cross-cultural encounters. One can generally say that 
humor is always effective in interpersonal relations and can help to 
break down cross-cultural barriers. But what type of humor is accept- 
able in what kind of situation? 

Examples abound of the use of humor backfiring in international 
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business situations. It may not be acceptable or it may be misunder- 
stood. For example, Germans find humor unacceptable in serious 
business situations. The French have a fairly sophisticated sense of 
humor and enjoy playing with language. British humor, on the other 
hand, is hard for outsiders to understand, because it tends to be self- 
deprecating and subtle. Americans are sometimes seen as lacking in 
humor, because they like to get on with things and do not always 
understand irony. Asian cultures, particularly the Chinese, appreciate 
humor in interactions, particularly if it is of the slapstick kind. 

Humor requires careful observation and you have to learn the 
rules before you can join the game. Jean-Louis Barsoux, a specialist 
on humor in international business at INSEAD, advises people to 
wait until they have achieved a certain familiarity with their local 
counterparts before employing humor. If in doubt, don’t joke! 



 

 

Part Two  
 

Conquering Culture Shock ------  
Achieving Success  



 

 

5  
 
Understanding Business Cultures 

Managers who are best able to conquer culture shock are 
often those who have a good understanding of different 
business cultures as well as cultural differences. This chap- 
ter provides a brief, pragmatic summary of some of the characteristics 
of the world’s main business cultures, in areas such as workforce and 
society, business approach, organizational structure and a typical 
working day. These include Europe (Germany, France, the UK), the 
USA and China. They are inevitably shorthand and to some extent 
stereotypical, but they will offer valuable pointers to those who are 
working with people from these cultures, particularly in short-term 
situations such as some international teams. 

Comprehensive overviews of these cultures and others can be 
found in Mole (1996), Hall and Hall (1990), Hampden-Turner and 
Trompenaars (1993) and Bond (1986). 
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Germany 
 
I always find it interesting to look at airports, airport architecture, the 
way the services are handled and the general atmosphere to get a first 
impression of a country, its society and culture. Landing at Frankfurt 
airport, particularly the new Terminal 2, is impressive: it is glitzy and 
big, with glass walls, expensive materials, generous planning and a 
logical layout — everything you would expect in Germany. However, 
it takes ages to get through passport control: every single passport is 
scrutinized and put through an electronic detection system, resulting 
in large queues of people waiting to get to the luggage area and out of 
the airport. Is this a colossal system that does not seem to be terribly 
efficient at times, or is efficiency simply defined in a different way? 
Bearing all this in mind, how can we succinctly categorize the 
German business culture? 
 

Workforce/society 
 

• There is a solid education system (mainly state education). 
• The workforce is well educated (many people up to university 

level). 
• Currently, there is high unemployment, particularly among well- 

educated people. 
• There is a focus on learning foreign languages — German employees 

are expected to be fluent in at least one foreign language. 
• Some managers have international experience, but there is still 

quite a national outlook within German business. 
• Germany has a broad middle class with a good standard of living 

and a high quality of life is seen as extremely important (see 
working times). 

• Moving employees to other locations is difficult, at national level 
as well as internationally. Because of the Länder system and a 
North/South divide, employees do not move easily. This can 
make it difficult to expand a German company internationally. 
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Business atmosphere and approach 
 

• Employees like to have clear job descriptions but thereafter prefer 
little interference in their work. 

• German companies are quite hierarchical. Their task approach is 
relatively structured, with the advantage of predictability and the 
disadvantage of rigidity. There is a strong focus on technical 
quality and professional excellence. 

• Speed is not as important as taking a thorough approach. German 
companies are known for taking a long-term view: they may have a 
longer planning phase, but implement quickly, with possibly fewer 
problems than business cultures with a short-term orientation. 

• Germans are sequential time planners; they dislike interruptions 
or changes of schedule. 

• Long working hours are not necessarily interpreted as high job 
commitment, but rather as not being clever enough to finish 
your work within normal hours. 

• Punctuality is highly valued and is seen as a sign of respect. 
• Germans separate private and business life; they have long 

holidays and it is not the norm to take business phone calls on 
holiday. 

• There is still a relatively long-term view of employment, 
suggesting that employees do not like to jump from job to job. 

• Work is considered to be important in the German culture and 
there is a strong personal identification with the job. 

• As a consequence of their long-term view, Germans often do not 
like change and show a low tolerance of ambiguity. This can 
make dealing with them difficult in an international context. 

 

Business communication 
 

• German business culture is relatively formal. First names are not 
used and the traditionally polite form Sie is used instead of the 
more informal Du. 

• The business tone is serious and can be fairly direct, up to the 
point of being very assertive. Do not make the mistake of using 
jokes, as humor is not welcome in a business setting. 
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• Germans have a direct and task-oriented approach. 
• Meetings follow a clear agenda and are dealt with in a decisive 

and formal way. 
• There is a natural respect for authority and compliance; 

eccentricity is not tolerated. 
• Politeness and good manners are always expected. 
• German business culture is a little staid, particularly at senior 

level. 
• Advertising works by giving a wealth of information and statistics 

about a product as opposed to projecting an image (in both 
creativity and design). 

 

Organizational structure and leadership 
 

• Public corporations and large limited companies have a 
supervisory board that appoints the management board (Vorstand) 
and makes the important decisions. 

• Germans like decisive leadership. Leaders are respected because 
of their technical/professional expertise. 

• There is no dominant elite in Germany as the education system 
is fairly meritocratic. 

• There is a strong identification with the firm and the profession. 
• It is important to be well educated and to use academic titles in 

business. 
• Germans recognize that they have to develop a stronger service 

culture. In this respect, US companies often have a clear 
advantage. 

 

Business wear 
 

• Business attire is relatively formal: men always wear a jacket but 
not always a full suit. 
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Working day 
 

• Start early, work intensively and go home early summarizes the 
German approach. 

• Germans like to eat lunch as their main meal. 
• In the evenings, employees prefer to go straight home and don’t 

mix business with pleasure. This approach makes business 
entertaining difficult. 

 

Weaknesses in German business 
 

• The skills of networking and its importance are not sufficiently 
focused on, compared to other countries. 

 

France 
 
Landing at Charles de Gaulle Airport is like being in a 1960s science 
fiction movie. Its interesting, space-age design illustrates France’s 
affinity for technical advances and modernist architecture and the 
importance of engineering within its culture. But is design more 
important than efficiency? To the newcomer, the airport is slightly 
confusing as you have the impression of running round in circles. 
However, there is no doubt that there is always an interesting and sur- 
prising angle to consider. 
 

Workforce/society 
 

• There is a strong education system, with a particular emphasis on 
mathematics and engineering and with elite schools and universi- 
ties (Grandes Ecoles, Polytechniques). 

• The workforce is well educated. 
• Unemployment is high but the situation is set to improve. 
• Learning foreign languages is reasonably important. There is still 

quite a national outlook. 
• There is a moderate amount of international mobility. 
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Business atmosphere and approach 
 

• The system is very hierarchical. 
• The French have a flexible task approach. 
• The approach is dynamic and innovative. 
• Accountants are not as highly valued as in, for example, the UK. 
• Business takes a long-term view. 
• Time planning is more synchronic, with many interruptions and 

easy changes from one task to the next. 
• Working hours are relatively long (because of lunch). 
• Punctuality is valued, but people are always expected to be 10 to 

15 minutes late for a social occasion. 
• Business lunches of two to three hours are the norm and 

discussion of business issues is only allowed over dessert. 
• Hard work and professionalism are seen as important but 

workaholism as negative. 
• There is a moderate orientation towards change and a particular 

affinity for technological advances. 
 

Business communication 
 

• Communication is relatively formal (no first names, particularly 
not to the boss). 

• The approach is intellectual, indirect, sophisticated: verbal 
fluency reflects your level of education and it is important to 
demonstrate this in a business conversation. 

• The priority is to establish relationships first, then get on with 
the tasks. 

• Meetings consist of ongoing discussions that do not necessarily 
reach a conclusion. 

• There is a high respect for authority, based on competence. 
• There is a strong elite network: many of the senior directors 

come from the elite universities (Grandes Ecoles), constituting a 
close-knit business network. 
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Organizational structure and leadership 
 

• Some companies have a two-tier system. The concept of the 
patron is most important — senior executives are given a great deal 
of respect. 

• Authoritative leadership is tolerated and employees are supposed 
to follow. 

• There is an intellectual approach to business with a great deal of 
brainstorming and discussions. 

• Employees are expected to stay longer with the company, 
compared to the USA or the UK. 

 

Business wear 
 

• The approach is formal, elegant and relatively fashionable. 
 

Working day 
 

• The day is very long (with late working hours) because of the 
extended lunch break. 

 

Weaknesses in French business 
 

• There is possibly a lack of diversity, produced by the elite system. 
• There is a need to become more international. 

 

UK 
 
‘Arriving at Heathrow is like arriving in a third world country,’ com- 
mented a self-critical British friend. The main Heathrow building 
with its three terminals always seems to be in a state of chaos with 
permanent attempts at improvement, leaving the traveler in a similar 
state of confusion. Although Heathrow has improved dramatically 
over the years and has extensive shopping facilities, its rather slapdash 
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approach towards airport architecture may reflect the UK’s ‘layper- 
son’ approach. The British are pragmatic and have a low-key attitude 
to adversity: they don’t get too upset and may not seek perfectionism 
at all costs; they are also prepared to change and to be flexible. This 
may be one of their strong points when it comes to business. 
 

Workforce/society 
 

• The education system could be considered shaky by continental 
standards, with a highly criticized and inefficient state school 
system and private schools that educate a small percentage of 
children, mainly from affluent families. 

• University education is not considered as important as in most 
European countries. There is now a shift towards greater 
appreciation of academic degrees and a larger university intake. 

• Oxford and Cambridge degrees are still quite important in 
career terms, similar to having been to an elite private school. 
The traditional ‘old boy’ network (starting at prep school, 
continuing through secondary school and university) still 
operates, although there is probably more diversity now than 
some decades ago. 

• The advantage of the system in terms of career planning and 
development is its flexibility. 

• The UK currently has a strong employment market. 
• British business is characterized by its international outlook, with 

quite a number of managers having good international experience 
(though probably still as a consequence of colonial times). 

• The traditional class system with distinct upper and working 
classes is still noticeable and there remains a focus on speaking 
with the ‘right’ accent, although regional accents are better 
accepted than they used to be. 

• The British workforce is characterized by high mobility, both 
nationally and internationally. 
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Business atmosphere and approach 
 

• Similar to the USA, a pragmatic and flexible attitude prevails. 
• Strict job descriptions are not always necessary. 
• The flexibility of approach may result in a lack of perfectionism. 
• The main focus is on getting things done; while speed is 

important, it is probably not as important as in the USA. 
• A short-term view: the focus is on shareholder value, and the 

lack of longer-term planning means that the business approach is 
often reactive and there can be frequent changes of strategy. 

• Time planning is flexible (something between sequential and 
synchronic). 

• British managers have the longest working hours in Europe. 
There is a macho attitude, suggesting that it is positive to stay as 
long as possible at your desk. British managers have short 
holidays compared to other Europeans. 

• There is a significant overlap between private and business life. 
Business breakfasts, lunches and dinners are common. Business 
entertaining can take place on the golf course, at tennis, cricket 
and rugby matches or at the opera. 

• Employees take a relatively short-term view of employment, 
probably an effect of the bad recession in the late 1980s. 

• The British are fairly change oriented and have the advantage of 
tolerating ambiguity. 

 

Business communication 
 

• Communication is relatively informal (first names are usually 
used, except for very senior executives in some organizations). 

• The culture is definitely humor oriented. Small talk and good 
social skills are highly valued. 

• Communication is not direct. 
• It is important not to ‘rock the boat’ and to be team oriented. 
• There is no automatic respect for authority and a certain 

irreverence is notable in many organizations. 
• The system is relatively democratic, with flat hierarchies. 
• Eccentricity is valued to a degree. 
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• Politeness is important. 
• Time is spent on small talk before approaching business issues. 
• The UK is particularly good at advertising, with funky artwork 

and witty dialogue. In this area, it is much more creative than 
many other countries. 

 

Organizational structure and leadership 
 

• There is a one-tier system: the board of directors makes the 
decisions and is headed by a chairman and chief executive. Large 
companies have non-executive directors. 

• Accountants are very important in British business (many chief 
executives have an accountancy background). 

• Leadership is team oriented and not authoritarian, both in 
developing teams and in coaching managers. The need for ‘soft’ 
skills and team leadership is always emphasized. 

• Meetings are often informal but reasonably structured; consensus 
is important. 

• The British emphasis on understatement and reserve is evident 
in business meetings. This reserve is sometimes interpreted as a 
lack of interest or standoffishness by foreigners. 

• There is a dislike of intellectual issues in business. 
 

Business wear 
 

• Full suits are always worn (tailoring is important), except in some 
creative and IT companies, where casual designer wear is more 
appropriate. 

• Foreigners often stumble over the expression ‘black tie dinner’ 
and turn up wearing a black tie — in fact, it signifies formal 
evening wear. 
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Working day 
 

• Working hours are long. 
• Long lunches are becoming popular again with the renewed 

affluence in business. 
• Employees often go for drinks after work, showing their ease at 

mixing business with pleasure. 
 

USA 
 
Landing at San Francisco airport is at first a pleasant experience — a 
great location for an airport and a smooth transition through immi- 
gration; there are efforts to show off the Californian flora and a dis- 
tinctly personal touch in a greeting from the city’s mayor. However, 
this personal greeting is a continuous tape and when you have to hear 
it for the third time in three minutes, you are getting slightly tired of 
this noise pollution — is this a symptom of the automatized, ‘have a 
nice day’ service orientation in the USA? 
 

Workforce/society 
 

• There is a moderately good education system, although many state 
schools and universities do not achieve sufficiently high quality. 

• Many managers have a university education, but the particular 
university is important. There are only a few elite universities. 

• There is no strong focus on learning a foreign language. 
• Despite the international expansion of many US businesses, 

organizations are plagued by a high failure rate in their 
international managers. This may be due to insufficient 
preparation or the general lack of an international outlook. 

• The standard of living is very high and managers expect the same 
standards when moving abroad (US expatriates are notoriously 
demanding in terms of the standard of their accommodation and 
the need for power showers, etc.). 

• There is a great deal of mobility nationally — Americans seem to 
move around much more than Europeans. 
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• There is high staff turnover, as employees seem to change jobs 
on a more regular basis compared to Europe. 

 

Business atmosphere and approach 
 

• The culture is highly individualist, which may make real 
teamwork difficult. 

• The society is meritocratic and achievement oriented. 
• There is a preference for flat hierarchies, although there is no real 

questioning of the superior. Irreverent behavior towards 
superiors is not encouraged! 

• Americans are tough time planners: they created the time-is- 
money attitude and they can be seen as pushy and aggressive. 

• Excessive working hours are encouraged, although their 
effectiveness cannot always be established. 

• Americans created the idea of business breakfasts and business 
lunches; it seems that every minute is used for deal making. 

• American executives are often accused of short-termism and a 
lack of a longer-term perspective. 

• There is a high service orientation: most European countries try 
to imitate the service approach of US companies. 

 

Business communication 
 

• Superficially, business communication is relatively informal. First 
names are used and casual dress is encouraged if no formal 
business meetings are being attended (the Americans were 
responsible for the introduction of ‘dress down Fridays’). 

• The business tone is factual and direct and Americans are 
frequently admired for their excellent presentation skills. At 
international conferences, they are usually the slickest presenters. 
They are trained early on to be articulate and to present their 
own and their business’s achievements. 

• Americans take a task-oriented and extremely positive approach. 
• Meetings have a clear agenda and organizations typically 

communicate extensively with their employees in writing. 
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• Despite the flat hierarchies, Americans are relatively compliant to 
those in authority. As with Germany, eccentricity is not 
particularly tolerated. 

• New ideas are always welcomed and fresh approaches 
encouraged. After all, the USA is a country of pioneers. 

 

Organizational structure and leadership 
 

• Americans like decisive leadership. 
• There is a small business elite, coming from the best universities 

and business schools. The alumni system in universities is well 
established and networking is highly encouraged. On the other 
hand, the USA is the classic country of the self-made. 

• High salaries are extremely important in defining social status. 
Salaries (‘How much do you make?’) are not seen as a taboo 
subject for discussion, unlike in Europe. 

 

Business wear 
 

• Business wear is relatively formal for business meetings, more 
casual otherwise and on ‘dress down’ days. 

 

Working day 
 

• Start early and go home late summarizes the American approach: 
long working hours are encouraged. 

• Lunches may be sandwiches or working occasions. 
• Business and pleasure are mixed, but possibly in a more 

structured way, for example only at certain times, compared to 
cultures that are more strongly relationship oriented. 



Understanding Business Cultures 

 

91 

 

Weaknesses in US business 
 

• The orientation is short term. 
• It is questionable whether real teamwork is possible in this 

highly 
individualistic culture. 

• The relatively high failure rate in international managers may 
change with a stronger international orientation and better 
preparation of more managers. 

 

China 
 
Beijing Airport, 1992, on holiday — landing in a daze after a harrow- 
ing flight. Glad to be alive and being processed through the airport — 
there is a clear separation in the treatment of foreigners and PRC 
Chinese. Fortunately, I am met by an American friend who is a fluent 
Chinese speaker and has lived in China for years — an example of a 
translator with the right links whom every western businessperson 
needs in China. 
 

Workforce/society 
 

• There are few well-educated managers or general employees. 
• There is a high demand for managers who are university educated, 

particularly those with degrees from international universities or 
those who have worked with international companies. 

• The recently strong economy is slowing down and there is high 
unemployment among the uneducated workforce. 

• There is a focus on developing a strong achievement motivation. 
• Confucian values have a strong influence: loyalty to family and 

group, focus on education and acquisition of skills, etc. Hierar- 
chy is seen to be natural and there is a sense of the complemen- 
tarity of relationships (Bond, 1986). 

• Developing the right connections (guanxi) is important. 
• With the improved economic situation, there is extensive 

movement of the population into industrialized cities. 
• Highly educated Chinese managers can ask for premium salaries. 



Breaking Through Culture Shock 

 

92 

Business atmosphere and approach 
 

• There is a clear entrepreneurial attitude in the Chinese culture. It 
is generally seen as more positive to run your own business than 
to be employed by a large multinational. This means that 
multinationals have to consider carefully how to attract and keep 
the best managers. 

• Traditionally, the system is very hierarchical and structured but is 
also family oriented. Chinese business cultures can have a 
paternalist feel. 

• Speed is important and adapting to western styles of production 
is seen as essential. 

• Chinese are synchronic time planners; they can juggle demands 
and are extremely flexible. 

• They are highly committed and work long hours, particularly 
when building up their own businesses. 

• For both historical and economic reasons, leisure is not as 
important as in western cultures. 

• There is a strong overlap between private life and business life: 
the focus is on relationship building and the development of 
trust. 

• There is a relatively long-term view in business, but not 
necessarily in employment. 

 

Business communication 
 

• The leadership style is direct and authoritarian. Orders are given 
and complied with. The top-down tradition makes it difficult for 
subordinates to be proactive, but the culture may be changing in 
organizations that are operating internationally. 

• The Chinese have a fast and task-oriented approach, despite their 
need to establish relationships with business partners. 

• Meetings do have an agenda, although business communication 
is much more indirect compared to western approaches. 

• There is a natural respect for authority and the focus is on 
harmony as opposed to disagreement and open argument in 
groups. 
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• Politeness and good manners are highly valued. 
• A sense of humor is welcomed. 
• An appreciation of food is important. 

 

Organizational structure and leadership 
 

• The business structure is hierarchical, with the leader having 
natural authority. 

• Because of the speed of economic development, there is not 
necessarily a strong identification with the firm and good 
managers may easily be poached by other companies. 

• Education is seen as highly important in Chinese culture and 
academic titles are often used. 

 

Business wear 
 

• The style is relatively formal and becoming more westernized. 
 

Working day 
 

• Working hours are long because of the overlap of business and 
social relationships. 

 

Weaknesses in Chinese business 
 

• There is a lack of an international approach and knowledge of 
western business methods. 

• There is a shortage of highly educated managers, particularly 
those with international experience. 
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Another look at cultural differences 
 
Business cultures have a particularly strong influence on international 
mergers and international teams. Before we look at this in more 
detail, it may be useful to think about some other factors that have an 
impact on cultural differences. 
 

Thinking style and language 
 
Different cultures have different styles of thinking that affect the way 
they see business. For example, Dr Chua Fook Kee of the National 
University of Singapore pointed out to me that the Chinese language 
lacks the grammar to signal the subjunctive mood and this may affect 
the way in which Chinese deal with hypothetical situations and dis- 
cussions. For example, while they may be willing to contemplate 
plausible conditions (such as ‘if I were as rich as Bill Gates’), they may 
not be prepared to think of implausible conditions (such as ‘if I were 
Bill Gates’). This may contribute to the great pragmatism of Chinese 
businesspeople. 

Another example is the French language and its preference for bon 
mots, alliteration and allusion. This has a great influence in business. 
In discussion, it is important to converse with style. Rather than 
merely stating facts, the elegance of language demonstrates the man- 
ager’s education and cultural background, factors valued in French 
society. A business negotiation is therefore not a mere discussion but 
a discourse (discours). 

The German language is literal and precise. Germans like to put 
issues into their ‘proper’ context, to give all the facts and figures and to 
construct a logical argument, supported by examples. To some cultures 
this seems a rather long-winded approach and one that is particularly 
evident in the German style of report writing. Following German stan- 
dards, an author’s intelligence is reflected in the complexity of sen- 
tence construction. This is in contrast to the British tradition, where 
intelligent writing is reflected in making it simple and accessible. 
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In order to understand other cultures, therefore, it is not sufficient 
to be able to translate — you have to comprehend the subtleties and 
connotations of the language. Walter Hasselkus, the German chief 
executive of Rover, gave a good example of this when he remarked: 
"When the British say that they have a ‘slight’ problem, I know that it 
has to be taken seriously." There are numerous examples of mis- 
understandings between American English and British English, even 
though they are, at root, the same language. 
 

Philosophy 
 
Our native country’s philosophical tradition has a strong impact on 
the way we think and operate, although we may not be able to quote 
the exact theorems behind it. The most obvious difference is between 
the Anglo-Saxon philosophy and the continental idealist tradition and 
the impact of both on our thinking. 

Anglo-Saxon philosophy is influenced by the empiricist tradition 
and its main representatives, John Locke and David Hume. This tra- 
dition, with its focus on data and factual verification, has resulted in a 
number-oriented, highly pragmatic approach to doing business (com- 
pare the number of accountants in the UK to those in Germany); 
consequently the theoretical background of management decisions is 
not as important as the statistical findings supporting them. 

In contrast, the philosophy in both France and Germany (e.g. 
Hegel, Kant, Descartes) is characterized by idealist theories. These do 
not focus on empirical data but on the philosophy of ideas. As a con- 
sequence, models, theories of management and intellectual debates 
about hypothetical questions are seen to be as important as a focus on 
factual data. This can result in frustrating management situations. For 
example, British or American managers trying to get the task done on 
the basis of convincing statistics are irritated when French managers 
start debating the models behind the decision and the theoretical 
issues. 

Confucianism has had an impact in China for about 2000 years, 
particularly in relation to the most important social relationships — the 
five cardinal relations of sovereign and subject, father and son, elder 
brother and younger brother, husband and wife, friend and friend. Its 
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influence on the cultural dimension of collectivism seems evident. 
But how strong is the Confucian tradition in today’s China or for 
Hong Kong or Singaporean Chinese? These societies are changing at 
a tremendous pace and the outcome of the fusion of eastern and west- 
ern values is difficult to predict. 
 

Which international business partners work best together? 
 
Some years ago, the Harris Research Institute in London asked 1500 
top managers from Belgium, Germany, Spain, France, Italy, the 
Netherlands and the UK the question: ‘What do you think of your 
foreign colleagues?’ The results were surprising, particularly with 
regard to the Germans: 25 percent of senior managers in Europe 
believe that it is easiest to work with Germans. Next in the list were 
the French (favored by 17 percent) and the British (10 percent). 

This result is surprising in view of the fact that Germans are not 
necessarily regarded as the most ‘likable’ nation. However, one Ger- 
man manager believes that it is explained by the fact that in the com- 
plexity of international business, their systematic task approach is 
often very helpful. This suggests that the Germans — with their struc- 
tured approach, direct interaction style and tendency to look at prob- 
lems — are easier to deal with in an international context, because the 
way they work may be more transparent than that of the other Euro- 
peans this survey addressed. 
 

International mergers 
 
Many companies at an international level are the result of mega- 
mergers between already large organizations, and this trend is set to 
continue. 

The human side of mergers has to be resolved early on if the new 
organization wants to achieve maximum performance and market 
competitiveness. Whether the merger is a friendly combination of 
companies or a hostile takeover, a number of problems seem to be 
inherent in both scenarios. What happens in mergers can be illus- 
trated in various ways: 
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• Group dynamics 
• Compatability of corporate and national cultures 
• Culture shock or the shock of change. 

 
Consideration of each of these areas exposes certain typical stages in a 
merger. 
 

Group dynamics 
 
We experience the effect of group dynamics every day. We all belong 
to various social, political or organizational groups and these form 
part of our identity. Who we are is to a large extent defined by where 
we are or the group to which we belong. These groups are not arbi- 
trary but chosen, because we like to belong to the best or superior 
group. Consequently, we discriminate between different groups 
according to their value and status and normally see our group as bet- 
ter than others. As a consequence, we differentiate between the ‘in 
group’ (our group) and the ‘out group’ (the others) — we develop an 
‘us and them’ attitude. 

This results in the ‘out group’ being stereotyped, particularly in 
hostile takeovers when there is a realistic fear of being swamped and 
marginalized by the dominant organization. But even in less aggres- 
sive circumstances, we have normal concerns, such as: 

• Is Organization X going to win, that is, determine our new 
culture and corporate strategy? 

• Is my job safe or will I be replaced by someone from the other 
company? 

• Will I have to change my working style dramatically in order to 
survive? 

• Should I simply put my head down and try to ‘swim with the 
tide’ or can I play an active part in shaping the new organization? 

• Can I actually work closely with the people from Organization 
X? 
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Compatability of corporate and national cultures 
 
There are numerous definitions of corporate culture, perhaps the 
most appropriate being ‘the way we do things around here’ (Deal and 
Kennedy, 1982). Culture is an organization’s social ‘glue’ and gener- 
ates a feeling of ‘us’. It is a shared system of meanings and represents 
the basis for communication and mutual understanding. The main 
functions of corporate culture are internal integration and coordina- 
tion. If these two functions are not fulfilled, the efficiency of an 
organization will be significantly reduced. 

Differences in organizational culture are also reflected in varia- 
tions in management style. Schoenberg (1997) found that differ- 
ences in management style had a negative impact on performance in 
cross-border acquisitions. He studied 129 cross-border acquisitions 
originating in the UK and analyzed the performance of these com- 
panies five years after the acquisition. Attitude towards risks was 
seen as the critical component in management style influencing 
subsequent company performance. Schoenberg strongly recom- 
mended that organizations carry out a due diligence study of man- 
agement culture in addition to the traditional financial and 
commercial due diligence. This should particularly focus on the risk 
orientation of the two merging companies: do they share a similar 
focus on research and development? What are their investment pro- 
files in terms of risk? Do they have a similar timeframe for decision 
making? 

Even in the best of organizations, senior managers do not always 
behave in a rational manner and they tend to take a variety of attitudes 
to cultural differences. These can range from ‘our way is the best and 
others just have to follow’ through ‘cultural differences are a myth’ to 
‘every culture does things differently and we should try to create a 
new, hybrid culture’. 

Comparing organizational cultures when contemplating an acqui- 
sition will allow you to determine how great the overlap is, how easy 
it will be to merge them and how long this is likely to take. 
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Culture shock or shock of change? 
 
International mergers can produce a similar process of culture shock 
to that of individual managers facing new cultures. Employees of the 
organizations being merged may initially take a positive view if they 
believe the often encouraging press coverage. However, they quickly 
plunge into a period of culture shock, characterized by difficulty in 
dealing with the uncertainty and general disorientation as well as a 
fear of loss or actual deprivation in professional terms. There is a cer- 
tain inertia when organizations are undergoing a merger — a great deal 
of time is spent on organizational politics and this results in perform- 
ance problems and a lack of focus on the external environment and 
competitors. 

Eventually — depending on how successful senior managers are in 
dealing with psychological issues — employees may develop a more 
realistic outlook in the recovering phase and start integrating the ‘for- 
eign’ values into their own value system. The search for compromise 
between values, behavior and attitudes has started and will possibly be 
completed in the adaptation phase, characterized by a consolidation of 
the new culture. Given the fact that business itself is becoming more 
global, international mergers can often produce a much more creative 
culture, with an increased ability to perform in a complex market- 
place. The ultimate task of senior management is to turn the diversity 
of the merged organizations and the related culture shock into a com- 
petitive advantage. Sadly, very few business leaders seem to be able to 
achieve this, as the high failure rate in cross-cultural mergers suggests. 

How do organizations reach this final adaptation stage and break 
through the culture shock? Whatever the differences between the 
companies may be, awareness and acknowledgment of the potential 
problems is the first step towards adaptation, as can be seen in the 
adaptation of individuals. In terms of combining different cultures, 
we have to recognize the different cultural dimensions (as outlined in 
Chapter 3) as well as the different corporate cultures. 

The Daimler Benz/Chrysler merger announced in 1998 is going to 
be an interesting example to observe. One of the differences in these 
two organizational and national cultures concerns their attitudes 
towards pay and benefits for their chief executives. As the Wall Street 
Journal (26 May 1998) observed, there are huge differences in 
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executive packages between the German and American CEOs. As the 
article explained, Germans are more concerned with equality in pay 
and focus on salary differentials, whereas US companies are not really 
concerned with this issue, being much more individualist in focus. In 
terms of cultural dimensions, this may reflect the higher individual- 
ism of the USA versus the more collectivist approach in Germany. 

The issue of corporate and national cultures is often addressed in 
team workshops. Understanding each other’s backgrounds (whether 
corporate or cultural) and agreeing on ‘ways we will be doing things 
around here’ can be the basis for a new, much more effective 
organization. 
 

The challenge of international teams 
 
Culturally diverse teams can be very effective in international busi- 
ness. However, in order to make this happen, some groundwork has 
to be done. The most important rule is to spend some time on team 
processes, especially in the initial stages of the team’s formation. 

I recently prepared a team workshop aimed at helping a 
British/American team work more effectively together. This team 
needed to improve its transatlantic communication. A preliminary 
assessment of its difficulties showed the following: 

• Excessive stereotyping 
• A need to understand each other’s cultures better 
• A lack of openness and communication 
• The ‘culture factor’ was seen as an overused excuse for not being 

able to get the job done. 
 
The subsequent team workshop specified the differences in working 
styles shown in Table 10. 
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Table 10 Perceived differences of US and British team members 
British view of Americans American view of British 
Too directive Too consensus driven 
Too aggressive Too defensive 
Too fast Quality rather than quantity 

oriented 
Focusing on the possible 

but not thinking about 
obstacles 

Very bureaucratic 

 

Focusing on negatives 

 

Their long-term planning required 

longer implementation and they 
were risk averse 

‘Cowboys shooting from the hip’ 

 
  

 Taking too many holidays 
 Having shorter working days 
 Inflexible 
 Sluggish 

 

On the basis of these perceived differences, we challenged organiza- 
tional and cultural perceptions, undertook various team exercises, 
analyzed differences in cross-cultural dimensions and checked 
whether the two teams really spoke the same language. 

Recommended steps for creating an effective international team 
are as follows: 

• Decide on a common working language and develop agreed goals. 
• Develop the right balance between joint team meetings and the 

work and communication in between (if team members are in 
different locations, decide on the mode of communication, such 
as fax and e-mail, and appropriate times). 

• Spend sufficient time sharing the rationale and objectives with 
the team. 

• Choose the right leader — in a technical, interpersonal and 
intercultural sense. For example, in Germany the team leader is 
usually the person with the best technical knowledge; in Italy the 
team leader is often the person with the highest status in the 
organization or the department. 

• Respect and acknowledge the influence of culture and offer 
support and training in cross-cultural differences. 
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• Ensure balanced participation. In some cultures interruptions are 
the norm, whereas in others they are unacceptable. For example, 
with Chinese or Japanese team members, the team leader often has 
to ask explicitly for their opinion because free-floating discussions 
and contributions are not encouraged. Choose a team leader with 
the necessary intercultural skills who will ensure participation 
from all members, both in discussion and decision making. 

• Work through conflicts rather than avoiding them. Conflicts are 
part of team development and should be considered as steps on 
the path to better performance. 

• Use facilitators if necessary to establish group and intercultural 
skills at the beginning. 

• Allow time for discussing and reviewing group processes. 
Increased awareness, interpersonal understanding and sensitivity 
are essential ingredients of high performance. 

 

Evaluating team members’ cultural effectiveness 
 
Most managers find it quite difficult to gauge the international effec- 
tiveness of team members on the basis of their usual behavior in 
meetings. It is therefore useful to look at behavior in terms of positive 
and negative indicators of cross-cultural sensitivity, adaptability to 
new situations and communication skills. These are listed in the 
checklist below. 
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Checklist of behavioral indicators 
 
 

Cross-cultural sensitivity 
 

Positive indicators 

• Shows different cultural perspectives (e.g. they may think..., it 
may be that. . .). 

• Takes an abstract/attributional approach (asks about cause, 
motivation, possible reasons for behavior). 

• Presents many alternative strategies (note whether with or 
without ‘cultural slant’). 

• Relates to own experience with the same or other culture. 
• Shows concrete, factual knowledge of different lifestyles, 

thinking styles, cultures. 

Negative indicators 

• Gives simplified solutions without perspective taking. 
• Stereotypic/ethnocentric stance (racist comments, own national 

solutions presented as the right ones). 
• Defeatist approach (if this doesn’t work, there’s nothing we can do). 

 
 

Adaptability to new situations 
 

Positive indicators 

• Can think on their feet in unfamiliar situations. 
• Reacts fast to different perspectives, is flexible and open, i.e. can 

change way of thinking (accepting others’ arguments, following 
up other ideas even if these are contradictory to their own). 

• Asks questions about other culture, trying to get more 
information. 

• Attempts to resolve the issue. 
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Negative indicators 

• Appears insecure or even irritated when dealing with vague or 
‘softer’/psychological management issues. 

 
 

Communication/relationships skills/people orientation 
 

Positive indicators 

• Reacts fast to others’ comments (does not ignore any participants, 
acknowledges the value of everyone’s contribution). 

• Shows understanding of others’ position. 
• Does not interrupt others or talk too much. 
• Good non-verbal communication (eye contact, body posture). 
• Does not show any irritation despite time pressure. 

Negative indicators 

• Interrupts others or talks too much. 



 

 

6  
 
Frequent Flyers to Dual Careers 

In the 1980s, executives may have thrived on a macho attitude and 
a separation of work and personal life, but in the 1990s, most take 
a more realistic view and have a more balanced orientation. There 
is no doubt that work performance can improve with happiness in 
your personal life and, inversely, can dramatically decline as a result of 
personal problems. It is therefore important to review the various sce- 
narios that international managers may experience in relation to their 
social and personal lives and consider how to deal with them effec- 
tively. These relate to relationships and the experiences of partners 
and children, as well as the problems inherent in short-term inter- 
national work and what to consider when coming home. 
 

Swinging singles 
 

Jonathan was a highly educated British manager who had been trans- 
ferred to the company’s Singaporean subsidiary on an expatriate 
package, luxury accommodation and club membership. As regional 
director, his job involved frequent traveling outside Singapore. I knew 



Breaking Through Culture Shock 

 

106 

him from the UK and I bumped into him in a supermarket in Singa- 
pore after not having seen him for several years. 

It was clear that he enjoyed every moment of his inter- 
national life. He was hard working and on a high note in his 
career: he had just reached director level with greater responsibil- 
ity and his new job was interesting and varied. He was enjoying 
the materialistic rewards of his job and his expatriate status in an 
Asian country. A strong extravert, he had joined several sports and 
social clubs and he also had a string of Singaporean girlfriends. 

The lifestyle of many single executives in international assignments, 
particularly in so-called expatriate paradises, is often similar to the 
above description. There is a high pitch about these lifestyles: they are 
adrenalin-driven in terms of job responsibilities and in terms of social 
life. These types of managers are rarely ever on their own following 
some solitary pursuits, they are always ‘out there’, clubbing, meeting 
more people and simply having fun. It is a wonderful lifestyle for a 
limited time, but there is also something very artificial about it. As 
with the cocktail set described in Chapter 4, this lifestyle is highly 
transitory. People you socialize with come and go all the time and 
your social life is mainly focused on parties and meeting lots of dif- 
ferent people. As quantity has priority over quality, these friendships 
are often superficial and non-committal. 

The absence of the normal social control is liberating but can also 
result in excesses of various kinds. Anybody who has worked inter- 
nationally can easily think of incidents that support this. And many host 
nationals can report excessive behavior by expatriates. In the case of Nick 
Leeson, the man who brought down Barings Bank, one such excess was 
allegedly taking down his trousers in a nightclub in Singapore. 

Sometimes the lack of social control and norms will make it diffi- 
cult for managers to decide what is acceptable and unacceptable. 
Alternatively, they may develop exaggerated self-confidence and 
become brash, believing that they can do anything they like. 

The flipside is the isolation and loneliness that many single inter- 
national managers experience. They feel alienated and, because they 
don’t have the advantage of being able to discuss deeper personal feel- 
ings with a partner, it may take them longer to accept the changes and 
demands of a long-term assignment. 
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One manager I talked to reported this explicitly. He had worked 
for several years in the Middle East and found himself in the rather 
unusual situation of being the only single manager in an expatriate 
circle. Although most families seemed very welcoming, he was some- 
thing of a ‘mascot’: someone to invite for dinner or Sunday lunch or 
to organize sports activities. However, he was isolated because he had 
a different personal life from everyone else. 

This can be compared with the experience of an aid worker who 
recently returned after several years working in Sudan: 

“It is good to be back in terms of being anonymous in a large city. 
In Sudan, I was the only white person around and therefore I was 
always seen and treated as someone unique and peculiar. It is 
wonderful not to have that ‘standing out’ experience and to dive 
into the anonymity of a large city.” 

Single expatriates have the advantage of having more time to enjoy the 
many social activities that are offered. However, being a swinging sin- 
gle is also hard work if you want to establish and maintain a close net- 
work of real friends, not just people to have a party with. 
 

Honeymoons and nightmares in relationships 
 
International work can make or break relationships. The thrill of the 
new environment and the opportunity to see each other in a different 
context can bring couples much closer together. In addition, over- 
coming the challenges that a change brings, whether on a long-term 
foreign assignment or a short-term stint abroad, can deepen relation- 
ships. It is also an opportunity to break the well-established routines 
that couples get into. In the same way that international experience 
can broaden individuals’ interests and give them a new ‘lease of life’, 
it can give couples an entire new way of living together. 

I found several examples of managers who went abroad with their 
partners and decided to get married. As one executive commented: 

“We became closer and, as a consequence, decided to get married 
while working in Spain.” 
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Accompanying partners often develop new interests abroad, particu- 
larly if they have more time or are not working and enjoy what the 
new country can offer. A British manager working in France reported: 

“My wife absolutely loved the experience in Paris. She was able 
to socialize in a much more international circle and she also devel- 
oped a new interest in the history of art and pursued it to quite an 
intense degree.” 

The spouse and the family are becoming more prominent in inter- 
national work. Organizations have realized that they have to take a 
much more holistic view of international managers — they have to 
consider personal issues if they want their international managers to 
succeed. Ways in which the most progressive companies help their 
managers will be discussed in Chapter 9. 

Organizations may at last have realized that the happiness of the 
spouse contributes to the success of an international assignment. 
Research has shown that how the spouse adapts is a powerful predic- 
tor of a successful assignment abroad. As early as 1972, Stoner, Aram 
and Rubin showed that support from a spouse was an essential factor 
in the performance of international managers. Spouses who were 
positive about international assignments from the very beginning 
seemed to have a beneficial effect on performance. In contrast, man- 
agers whose spouses were negative about moving overseas received 
the worst performance appraisals. It seems that the spouse’s support 
acts as a strong buffer against the stress of international transition. 

Unfortunately, not every married manager has the benefit of such 
support. Some researchers have concluded that marriage is a liability 
to those working overseas. There are many cases where relationships 
drift apart. This is especially true when a relationship is already ‘on 
the rocks’ and partners believe that an international assignment — or 
simply a change of climate and environment — will be the answer to 
their problems. This apparently good idea turns out to be a bad 
move, however. The strains that inevitably come with any change 
make the original problem worse. The number of separations and 
divorces is high in international circles. Often, the liberation felt 
when living in a foreign country goes hand in hand with liberation 
from one’s partner. 
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As an executive who worked for many years in Russia described it: 

“For men who went without their partners to Russia, I believe 
very few relationships survived. Most western men have Russian 
girlfriends, some of them have second families.” 

The temptation to make a new life with a different partner is high- 
there are many examples of western managers working in South East 
Asia who decide to leave their families and marry their Asian girl- 
friends, for example. And it is not just men who leave their partners 
or families. There are plenty of cases where the wife or girlfriend 
decides that the relationship is not going anywhere and enjoys the 
opportunities that a new country brings. 

How can you predict which way your relationship will develop? 
This is a hot debate among laypeople as well as professional psychol- 
ogists. Partners change — whereas some aspects of their personality or 
interests may be predictable, others seem to come out of the blue. 

International experience also brings out new facets of a person’s 
personality, as we saw in Chapter 4. This may be a pleasant surprise, 
but it can also come as a shock: we may start questioning our values 
or the way we have organized our life and relationships. 

Couples often have major problems and crises on their holidays 
because of heightened expectations of making it a ‘special time’. Sim- 
ilarly, international assignments represent a unique situation in a cou- 
ple’s life together because of the following factors: 

• The unpredictability of the situation and the potential changes in 
each partner 

• Their strong dependence on each other 
• The absence of a normal social network and support from close 

friends and family 
• The lack of normal social controls. 

 
In most cases, it is men who are accompanied abroad by their part- 
ners. Female international managers do exist, but there are very few 
of them. For example, in the UK, only 10 percent of managers (and 
this includes middle to senior management) are female, and only a 
fraction work internationally. One can therefore safely estimate that at 
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least 95 percent of international managers are men. This situation is 
bound to change with the stronger career orientation of women in 
general, the growing numbers of women in management and the 
increase in women taking MBAs with an international orientation. 
However, the typical example is still of a working man followed by his 
partner/spouse. 

In most cases, therefore, the female partner has to deal with the 
challenges of settling into a new place. These include: 

• Getting the practicalities of the move sorted out. 
• Finding a way to organize the basics of daily life (schools, 

shopping, leisure etc.). 
• Keeping the children happy and making settling in as smooth as 

possible. 
• Providing home comforts and support to the husband/partner 

while he comes to grips with the new job. 
• Establishing a social network for the children, the husband and 

herself. 
 
The demands on the ‘trailing’ partner are plentiful and the support 
structure is minimal in most cases. There is great pressure on the 
woman to function to the fullest and ‘make it happen’. She has to be 
an independent, self-reliant and undemanding operator who will pull 
the strings together in an international move. 

The working husband has to adapt to the new environment and 
often does not have the time to monitor the wife’s situation and her 
feelings during the first few months. He may also miss out on his 
children’s adaptation process. The adjustment can certainly be harder 
for the partner or the family, as they often have less pre-assignment 
preparation, are in closer daily contact with the new culture and may 
therefore experience more intense culture shock. The partner or fam- 
ily is also more starkly confronted with the frustrations of not being 
able to get things done and, most importantly, they do not have a cor- 
porate structure to fall back on. 

Annabel Hendry, an anthropologist (currently working in the 
British Foreign Office) who researched the role of diplomatic wives, 
points out that in traditional marriages, the wife absorbs the stresses 
of family life. She makes a convincing argument for how this can 
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affect marital relationships. Absorbing the family’s stresses, including 
the husband’s worries, can result in symptoms of depression, similar 
to those in the culture shock model. As a result, the wife withdraws 
or shows negative emotions. Often, the reason for this behavior is not 
clear to the husband, which makes it difficult for him to understand 
his wife. If the situation is prolonged, he may look for support else- 
where, culminating in serious marital problems. 

Are marital problems more likely to occur in particular locations? In 
Hendry’s experience, the traditional hardship places and life on a com- 
pound make people more inward looking: "For example, Islamabad has 
a very bad reputation for generating depression and marital problems." 
 

Frequent flyers 
 
Short-term international work is becoming more and more frequent. 
Managers like Robert, described in the case below, are firmly rooted 
in their own country but take on serious international responsibilities. 
This will not require relocation but will involve traveling abroad for 
several weeks at a time, sorting things out quickly and learning to 
understand a new culture at racing speed. 

Robert was a businessman firmly rooted in his UK location 
until the opportunity to develop business in South East Asia 
came up. He was sent to Singapore in the late 1980s in order to 
find out whether the company should set up a new venture. With 
no international experience at all, he took a careful and system- 
atic approach to this venture. He did some research on the country 
through the Financial Times and he also talked to a lot of people 
who had been out in Singapore. 

He managed to develop the business after an initial three- 
week orientation stay in Singapore. He met potential partners and 
also went to see other contacts in order to take references on the 
potential partners. Subsequently the operation took off and it is 
probably the success of this operation that got him appointed as 
chairman of the same company. 

Now he goes to Singapore several times a year on short trips 
to see the operation, develop more business and spend a lot of time 
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entertaining business contacts. He has learned about the Chinese 
business practice of building relationships outside work, he has 
clearly seen and enjoyed the importance of karaoke (a ‘must’ in 
Asian business entertainment) and he has developed such strong 
relationships that he was invited to the wedding of his Singa- 
porean MD’s son. 

Relationship problems can be exacerbated for frequent flyers and in 
short-term international work. As one international executive 
reported: 

“I was traveling all the time on short-term international assign- 
ments. Whereas I myself saw it as an extremely exhilarating expe- 
rience and loved to travel, my wife in a way ‘stayed behind’. She 
did not have an interest in international issues and we therefore 
drifted apart.” 

Short-term assignments can carry high reward and high risk at the 
same time, as the next examples illustrate. 

Evan was an international banker who had worked in France, 
Germany, Macao, Hong Kong, Portugal, Greece, Poland and 
Tokyo. He has never actually lived abroad for a longer period but 
has been on international short-term assignments for the last 
couple of years. In the mid-1980s, he lived for three months in a 
hotel, not getting home at all, and he worked practically 24 hours 
a day. 

He loves international work and is happy with the way his 
outlook has changed. As a consequence, he is now not particularly 
happy with the lifestyle he has when he is not on a challenging 
international assignment and he has higher and higher expecta- 
tions of life. Being on a ‘high’ and working under conditions which 
produce strong adrenalin results in a kind of addiction. As he 
explained, “It is a bit like going back to university when taking 
exams. There is a very high personal involvement and at the end 
of it, there is often a depressive phase.” 

Working on challenging projects with senior executives is 
certainly professionally important. However, there are costs to 
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someone’s personal life in finding a compromise between this 
demanding type of work and a balanced lifestyle. Evan now finds 
it very difficult to relax and to switch off as a consequence of his 
highly pressured international work. Even months after leaving an 
international assignment, he feels that he still hasn’t lost the fran- 
tic pace. Possibly as a consequence of his high-pressured interna- 
tional work, he is now separated from his wife and children. 

Frank is an American professional who has been working at 
international level for over 20 years. He has had exposure to 
doing business in 83 different countries and can be described as a 
truly international (short-term assignment) professional. He was 
influenced to move in an international direction by his background 
— he had many international friends at school and attended a uni- 
versity with a strong international student body. 

He is clearly someone who thrives on new situations, the 
buzz of international travel (“whizzing first class around the 
globe and living on champagne and caviar”) and learning new 
things all the time. He enjoys the thrill of meeting new people and 
is obviously an extremely positive and energetic individual. How- 
ever, he has also experienced the downside of permanent inter- 
national travel. His first marriage broke down — by his own 
account, because his wife was not interested in international issues 
and she could not empathize with him. 

A highly experienced manager gave the following recommendations 
for dealing with short-term assignments: 

“Very often people do not speak the language of the country 
and organizations do not even encourage people to learn 
the language; this is a terrible mistake. People should be forced to 
take language lessons. 

On the first trip, an international manager should ideally be 
accompanied by a more senior colleague to take him/her around. 

Organizations should also pay more attention to the fact that 
employees on frequent short-term international travel are very often 
tired and need some extra time off to reduce the exhaustion. In a 
way, organizations should give them a bit of special treatment.” 
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An article in the Financial Times (13 January 1997) emphasized the 
specific stress symptoms associated with frequent short-term inter- 
national travel. The most obvious are the lack of sleep and disturbed 
sleeping patterns, but a more serious stress symptom is the inability to 
associate all the facts to make a decision after the flight. One inter- 
national manager commented that he never made a significant deci- 
sion in the first week after a long-haul flight; the implications of this 
for executives continually flying back and forth across the Atlantic are 
obvious. Health hazards can be serious for frequent flyers because of 
their lifestyle and these can include ulcers, heart attacks, psychologi- 
cal problems and breakdowns. Organizations such as the World Bank 
(where half of the staff are frequent flyers) report higher than average 
rates of divorces and suicides. 

Seasoned international travelers have standard routines to combat 
the negative effects of flying. For example, while flying do only two 
things: sleep or work. 

Further advice for frequent flyers includes the following: 
• Always use the same airline, book the same seat number and stay 

in the same hotel. 
• Try to extend your stay by at least one day and do something to 

relax. 
• Take your partner/spouse on business trips in order to have more 

time together and to give you support. 
• To combat jetlag, always adjust to the lifestyle of the country 

straight away, including its eating and sleeping patterns. 
• Try to spend as much time as possible outside after arrival — to 

increase exposure to the sun and the production of melatonin. 
This helps to adjust your biorhythm to the new timezone. 

• Cut down on alcohol and drink water throughout the flight. 
 
One frequent flyer reported: 

“I am fully aware of the physical as well as psychological 
demands of short-term international travel. One has to be 
careful to balance it out in order to be efficient when one arrives 
for an international business meeting. One has to have the per- 
sonality to adapt to short-term international travel. European 
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flights are OK but long-haul flights if one only stays one or two 
days at the destination are extremely exhausting, often resulting in 
sleeping disorders and other physical problems. My advice to 
short-term international travelers is as follows: 

• Try to be on top form when going to meetings (both physically 
as well as psychologically). Get sufficient sleep, and don’t 
work on the plane but relax or do some light reading in order 
to have full concentration in the meeting. 

• Be careful when you make an exhausting trip. For example, if 
you make one mid-week, you can feel the exhaustion in the lat- 
ter part of the week. It may therefore be better to do the trips 
towards the weekend so that you can relax and are on better 
form for the next working week. 

• Take light luggage and make the traveling as easy as possible. 
I usually take a light thriller as well as my CD player with 
classical music to relax. I also try to do some background read- 
ing on the place I am going to and at least buy a travel guide. 

My ‘comfort zones’ to which I can withdraw abroad or in times of 
stress are riding and being in the fresh air, as well as having a lot 
of massages.” 

An interview with a ‘Euro flyer’ who commutes between the UK and 
the continent every week shows the special challenges. This manager 
gave the following account: 

“I feel I can cope with the demands of being in different places all 
the time. I have always been able to work strange hours and 
to juggle a lot of balls in the air, but I can also see that my family 
needs more reassurance. They find it probably more difficult to cope 
with my frantic life. In terms of the company, I would have expected 
more support. They do not realize the effect of short-term inter- 
national travel, despite being an international company. Ideally, I 
would expect from my company more flexibility but also more trust. 
I would expect the company to treat me as a mature individual. 

What helped me personally to adapt to short-term inter- 
national work are the following personality characteristics: 
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independence, self-discipline, cultural sensitivity, being open and 
light-hearted, being positive, being assertive, and not being arro- 
gant but humble. 

My career expectations have completely changed as I now 
think much more globally. I think nothing of picking up the phone 
and arranging a meeting in another country or on another conti- 
nent, whereas before this would have never occurred to me. The 
only negative effect of my frantic lifestyle is that I have become 
much more aggressive and less patient and people have in fact 
commented on this. I do believe I have become less tolerant of peo- 
ple who want to waste time and in such situations my temper has 
become shorter. On the other hand, I believe I have developed a 
deeper and better understanding of people. 

Another area that I need to guard for my own development is 
the private life/professional life distinction. Because I have a 
highly stressful international job, I find it difficult to switch off 
and therefore my lifestyle has become extremely pacey and adren- 
alin driven. I now find it quite hard to slow down in my personal 
life and I want to pack in all the social activities in a very short 
space of time. There is definitely not enough balance in terms of 
relaxation in my life. This is obviously a risk in terms of long-term 
stress but it also puts a certain pressure on my personal 
relationships.” 

Does frequent international travel result in an addiction to accumu- 
lating air miles? A survey by Global Integration of more than 1000 
multinational managers showed that it is quite typical for them to take 
between four and six foreign trips a month. The effect on their per- 
sonal life is evident. 

Organizations should question whether face-to-face meetings are 
absolutely necessary. There is an argument that some executives do 
not use the advances in communication technology as much as they 
should. In the end, every manager has to strike a fine balance between 
managing remote teams by modern technology and the necessity to 
have face-to-face meetings. 
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Dual careers 
 
In 1993, Shell International conducted a massive survey of its inter- 
national managers in order to find out what their major concerns 
were and manage them more effectively. Over 6000 international 
managers and over 4000 spouses participated. One important aim of 
the survey was to review the mobility of staff and family and so help 
the company with better human resource planning. 

The survey showed that mobility is highest among younger staff, 
typically drops off mid-career and then rises again among older staff. 
Overall, the results suggested that full mobility is declining — a worry- 
ing trend for an international company. A higher proportion of staff 
were fully mobile during the 1980s compared to 1993 and Shell 
expects that even fewer staff will be fully mobile in the future. 

The mobility issue is probably related to the main concerns of the 
international manager, as illustrated in the same survey: 

• The spouse — especially in relation to the spouse’s career 
• The children’s education — particularly as fewer children are 

going to boarding schools but instead follow their parents abroad. 
 
It is estimated that by the year 2000, 75 percent of international man- 
agers will be involved in a dual-career scenario. Either companies will 
assist partners in finding a suitable job abroad (if the partner does not 
do this themselves) or the partner will have to take a career break and 
think of other ways of keeping busy and happy. In our world of old- 
fashioned stereotypes, it is still assumed that it is easier for women to 
follow and men to lead in an international career move. This makes it 
more difficult for married high-flying women to embark on an inter- 
national career, and may therefore reduce the chances of women suc- 
ceeding in international management in the long run. 

The following case shows the experience of an American executive 
whose husband followed her to the UK without clear career 
prospects: 
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Sharon is a US business manager who was on her own request 
transferred to the UK operation of her company. Her husband 
was, in her description, a ‘1990s man’ who decided to give up his 
position and have a change in career. They subsequently settled in 
London but she felt the stresses of being the main wage earner in 
a new country. Her husband clearly experienced the uniqueness of 
being a male ‘trailing spouse’ — he was asked at cocktail parties 
how it felt being a ‘kept man’. After an initial period of struggle, 
with her husband trying to find a new career and job, they feel set- 
tled after four years and enjoy the quality of life in London. 

A similar account was given by an HR professional working in Spain: 

Monica is an HR professional who was sent from her UK base 
to the Spanish subsidiary of her company. As a linguist with 
a strong interest in international management, the work in Spain 
seemed an ideal step in her career progression. Monica and her 
spouse took the still unusual decision that her husband would give 
up his full-time job to follow her. In this case, the ‘trailing spouse’ 
was a career man who decided to take a sabbatical. 

The couple found the experience enlightening. After the typi- 
cal start-up difficulties, Monica settled down in her job and 
enjoyed the challenge of working with people who were differently 
minded. For her husband, things were not quite as easy as antici- 
pated: he enjoyed the job-free period but found himself in a minor- 
ity role, as all other trailing spouses were female and organized 
shopping and tea parties in the expatriate spouses network! 

Whether it is the exceptional circumstance of men trailing their work- 
ing wives or the stereotypical example of wives following their hus- 
bands, a partner who cannot obtain a work permit or find a suitable 
job has to put their career on hold. This can be positive if the partner 
has strong interests outside work or wants to engage in further stud- 
ies, such as distance learning courses. However, if this is not the case 
and the three-year sabbatical seriously interrupts a partner’s career 
progression, having a luxury lifestyle, more time to oneself and the 
opportunity to shop and go to tea parties may not be enough. 

Even for partners who do not intend to work, a lack of structure 
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may be difficult to deal with. If you are in an expatriate paradise with 
all the chores being done for you and the maid looking after the chil- 
dren, your role is diminished and this may be a threat to your identity. 

Successful international adaptation depends on whether the 
accompanying partner is willing to move, can find an equivalent job 
or will accept the fact that they will not be working while overseas. 
Within a competitive job market, fewer spouses/partners are willing to 
take a career break and trail overseas. As working spouses are becom- 
ing much more the rule than the exception, both international man- 
agers and companies should ideally address this issue early on. 
Although career breaks and diversification are becoming much more 
acceptable, a succession of gaps in a CV still raises doubts in any 
prospective employer about the individual’s career motivation. 

Possibly as a result of its 1993 survey, Shell International has taken 
positive action and created a service for its families in an enterprise 
called OUTPOST. Although not directly a career-counseling service 
for the spouse, OUTPOST is family oriented and provides informa- 
tion on expatriate locations (including videos and CDs about the life 
of international managers, magazines and newsletters by other inter- 
national managers in Shell locations around the world and informa- 
tion for children). The center recommends schools and medical 
services and provides information on employment opportunities in 
the widest sense (including self-employment and voluntary work). 
Shell International is also progressive in that it financially supports 
any training that a spouse undertakes during an assignment overseas. 
Similar financial aid is offered by Motorola (Financial Times, 6 May 
1998). As part of the service at Shell, there is also an expatriate trans- 
fer adviser, a spouse employment consultant and an education adviser, 
all based in The Hague (Netherlands). 

Unfortunately, not every spouse enjoys the benefits of a support- 
ive organization, as the following case study shows: 

Shelley was a highly qualified management consultant who was 
trained in the USA and worked at an international manage- 
ment school in Asia. She decided to give up her position and move 
with her husband to the UK, after his organization promised to 
help her find a position there. On arrival, she discovered 
difficulties in finding an appropriate position. The organization 
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did not provide the support she expected and her job search was 
hindered as organizations were not able to assess her competence 
in an objective way and complained that she didn’t have connec- 
tions within the country or a UK education. Even in a highly 
international city such as London, many organizations do not 
think internationally. 

Ideally, the working partner should carry out an evaluation of career 
goals, abilities, interests, ambitions and potential job avenues. It may 
also be worth considering more formal career advice and counseling. 
This could take the following form: 

• An interview with a career expert, assessing professional 
experience, career history and technical skills. 

• A psychological assessment, focusing on personality, interests, 
abilities, motivation and adaptability. 

• Integrating the information with regard to job opportunities in the 
country concerned and specific conditions regarding work permits, 
regulations, accreditation of professional qualifications, etc. 

 
The result of this exercise would be the development of an action plan 
that is compatible with career aspirations, skills, personality and the 
employment conditions of the particular country. Even if the com- 
pany or the individual does not want to spend the money required for 
formal and comprehensive expert advice, the spouse could still take 
some basic steps in this direction. 

In international cities such as London, Brussels, The Hague, 
Geneva or Paris, women have been proactive in setting up counseling 
services on a voluntary basis. For example, Focus Information Ser- 
vices in London is a non-profit resource center for international resi- 
dents, entirely run by voluntary staff of expatriate wives. The Focus 
Newsletter includes job advertisements as well as networking events. 
Focus is sponsored by US multinationals such as AT&T and General 
Electric and organizes seminars on career-related issues, including 
interviewing techniques, CV writing and cultural briefings. There is a 
partner organization in Brussels. 
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Checklist for working partners 
 

• Is the spouse’s current job directly transferable to the new 
country? 

• Are their qualifications recognized in the country concerned? 
• Does the spouse need a work permit and how difficult is this to 

organize? 
• Will the partner’s company help to organize a work permit and 

sponsor it? 
• Are there arrangements by the organization to find a job for the 

spouse/partner or reciprocal arrangements with other 
multinational companies? 

• If the previous career cannot be continued in the new country, 
what will make for an interesting, enjoyable and useful career 
break? (See Chapter 7 on career planning.) 

• What activities did the spouse/partner always want to try and 
could see as an alternative to their present career? 

• Are there any particular courses that the spouse/partner could do 
in the country or by distance learning? 

• Does the spouse/partner know the language of the country or do 
they want to learn it or improve their grasp? 

• Could cultural study of the new country represent a full-time 
pursuit? What are possible voluntary activities? 

• What organizations are available in the country for working 
partners? These may include those established by particular 
nationalities (such as Focus, founded by US expatriates) or by 
multinational corporations (such as OUTPOST). 

• What information can be gained through your country’s embassy 
and what networking activities can be established either through 
the embassy or through bilateral Chambers of Commerce? 
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Universally adaptable children? 
 
It is generally assumed that children will find it easy to adapt (easier 
than adults, at any rate) and that parents should not expect them to 
experience too many difficulties. It is true that children are often sur- 
prisingly adaptable and take new situations, however alien, in their 
stride. Nevertheless, just as their parents will have different levels of 
adaptability, so children have their own personalities and characteris- 
tics that will either help them cope with change or make it difficult. 

Some children simply need a lot of stability and security. These 
children will not adapt easily to an international move, as the follow- 
ing case shows: 

Joanna was the youngest daughter of an internationally mobile 
family. Her father was an executive who moved around the 
world throughout his career. As a consequence, her mother had to 
give up her own career and follow him wherever he went, which 
was a continual source of frustration. From an early age, Joanna 
reacted very badly to any move — she would get a high fever, dizzi- 
ness and be generally sick. She had always felt insecure and devel- 
oped psychological problems later on. 

As a result, her father decided against taking on further for- 
eign assignments for a while and the family opted for an extended 
stay in their home country. Her psychological symptoms were 
identified as part of a family problem — particularly related to her 
mother’s career frustration. 

Not all examples are as extreme. The next shows a different area of 
which parents should be aware: 

James was the son of an executive who was posted to South East 
Asia. Both his father and his mother worked and his mother 
managed to find an interesting position. Despite his parents’ happy 
situation, James did not adapt well in the new location. He was not 
happy with the school, he had too many changes of school and he 
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also was the only British child in the school. He became somewhat 
withdrawn and unhappy. 

Partly as a consequence, the parents decided not to extend 
their four-year contract but to come back to the UK. There, James 
started to blossom. He now really enjoys the school and his life in 
a more stable environment. 

Traditionally, children of expatriates were sent to boarding school. 
However, parents nowadays are more reluctant to send their children 
to a school thousands of miles away. They want to be involved in their 
children’s development and education and are keen for the children 
to accompany them to the new country, as the results of the Shell sur- 
vey showed. 

This pattern has also been supported by other surveys. ECA’s 1996 
mobility survey of a large number of international companies showed 
that the two most common reasons for someone turning down an 
international assignment were the partner’s career and concerns about 
children. 

Not being able to have primary and secondary school education 
for their children in their own language in the host country will 
restrict employees’ international mobility. But apart from the avail- 
ability of good schools in the host country, it is also important to be 
sensitive to children’s social and emotional development. Depending 
on the child’s developmental stage and personality, a stint abroad can 
be highly conducive to development or something of a nightmare. 
Preschool children often adapt fast, playing with other children even 
if they do not share a common language and learning foreign lan- 
guages surprisingly fast. Five-year-olds who come out of Chinese- 
speaking primary schools with an astonishing grasp of Mandarin are 
not a rare case — to the frustration of their non-Mandarin-speaking 
parents. 

For older children, belonging to a group becomes more and more 
important and the availability of a peer group with which they can 
identify is essential. This may be an international group or one of the 
same nationality. It is difficult for children to be in a minority, with no 
other minorities around, as the example of James illustrates. 

Having a highly privileged lifestyle also leads to some children 
being spoilt and, in extreme cases, becoming disrespectful or even 
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racist in relation to host nationals. There may be a loss of perspective 
because there is no feeling of belonging or sense of social responsibil- 
ity. Children could end up lacking clear values and norms of what is 
right and wrong because they do not have a consistent social 
framework. 

In a survey by Wilkinson (1989) about families’ reactions to the 
news of an assignment in Malaysia, only 38 percent of children really 
looked forward to it, 37 percent were indifferent and 25 percent pre- 
ferred not to go. Children are often not as positive as the rest of the 
family when it comes to going abroad. The most positive is usually 
the manager taking the assignment, as in Wilkinson’s study. 

Ideally, parents should give their children detailed descriptions of 
the country and the lifestyle in order for them to develop a positive 
attitude towards the move. Alston and Stratford (1996) showed that 
parental behavior, particularly changes in that behavior when relocat- 
ing, is the strongest predictor of children’s anxiety in an international 
move. This makes sense, as parents’ stresses have an impact on their 
children’s emotional state. 

ECA, an international consultancy with headquarters in London, 
has developed a systems-based questionnaire to help prospective 
international managers and their families weigh up the pros and cons 
of moving abroad. This encourages them to reflect carefully on the 
implications of a move and prevents an impulsive approach to deci- 
sion making. 
 

Practical advice: the relocation checklist 
 
International managers sometimes take some unusual items overseas. 
Items transported have included swings, hamsters, goldfish, the con- 
tents of a wine cellar and a dead body. 

It seems sensible to have a comprehensive relocation checklist that 
gives managers clear guidelines about what to do at what time. Relo- 
cation companies produce detailed checklists, such as the one sug- 
gested by HCR World Connect and detailed below. 
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Pre-departure 
 

Assignment initiation 

• Contact relocation adviser to determine allowances, etc. 
• Get timescales agreed. 
• Decide whether to rent or sell house. 
• Place house on market if necessary. 
• Decide whether to take or sell car. 
• Research destination. 
• Arrange area tour and select property. 
• Consider education arrangements. 
• Discuss quarantine requirements for pets. 
• Apply for visas and work permits. 
• Check passports are valid. 
• Consult tax adviser. 
• Consider working partner support. 

One month before 

• Hold car boot/garage sale. 
• Get medical, dental and school records (or copies). 
• Arrange travel insurance. 
• Clear any outstanding debts and taxes. 
• Send change of address cards. 
• Arrange for mail to be redirected. 
• Finalize travel plans. 
• Make hotel reservations. 
• Check electrical appliances for compatibility. 
• Arrange shipment of any high-value goods. 
• Have relevant vaccinations. 
• Start language/intercultural training. 
• Complete area tour and school selection. 
• Arrange tenancy management (if renting house). 

Two weeks before 

• Collect dry cleaning and anything sent for repair. 
• Return borrowed items, e.g. videos, library books. 
• Give unwanted items to charity. 
• Arrange transfer of bank accounts. 
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• Cancel/transfer magazine subscriptions. 
• Cancel cable/satellite accounts. 
• Arrange for utility readings on day of move. 

One week before 

• Sort airfreight — keep on one side. 
• Put passports, tickets etc. in safe place. 
• Select games and books for journey. 
• Empty and defrost fridge/freezer (at least 48 hours before move). 
• Bring laundry up to date. 
• Cancel newspapers and milk. 

One day before 

• Pack accompanied baggage. 
 

On the day 
 

• Keep calm! 
• Hand keys to estate agent if required. 

 

At destination 
 

• Arrange for freight to clear customs and be delivered (note that 
any insurance claims may have a time limit attached). 

• Register as required with police, councils etc. 
• Arrange acclimatization days. 
• Change driving license or take test if necessary. 
• Buy TV license, if required. 
• Register and insure car. 
• Arrange working partner support. 

 
Relocation companies have extended their services from transporting 
possessions to something that is much more comprehensive. They 
can offer the following types of services: 
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• Work permits, visas and renewals 
• Pre-departure intercultural orientation and foreign language 

training 
• International transportation service 
• International property management 
• International home sales 
• Educational assistance 
• Repatriation program. 

 

Housing and education 
 
Relocation companies and information systems on international 
assignments, such as Employment Conditions Abroad (ECA) in Lon- 
don and the ORC (Organization Resources Counselers) in the USA, 
will be able to provide general information on housing availability and 
the quality of housing (comparability with housing standards in your 
own country). 

For example, it is useful to have information such as that shown in 
Table 11 for cities in eastern Europe, based on data compiled by inter- 
national companies. 
 

Table 11 Housing availability in eastern Europe 
City Housing availability 
Moscow Difficult 
 Expatriate housing is expensive 
Prague Very scarce and expensive 
Warsaw Improving 
Sofia Reasonable housing 
 Relatively expensive 

 

Similar information can be gained in relation to international school- 
ing (Table 12). 
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Table 12 Availability of international schooling in eastern 
Europe 
City Schooling availability 
Moscow Good foreign schools but with long waiting 

lists 
Prague Good international school but places are 

scarce 
Warsaw Long waiting lists for western schools 
Sofia Only one school — no waiting list 
 

Medical issues in tropical countries 
 
Working in tropical countries requires some special preparation in 
medical terms before departure. 
 

Medical examination 
 
This examination should ideally be carried out by a medical doctor 
who is trained in tropical medicine. Addresses of specialists can easily 
be obtained through central health services. Apart from a general 
assessment of medical fitness for living in a tropical country, the med- 
ical specialist should concentrate in the consultation on the personal 
life and professional situation of the international manager as well as 
the situation of the family. 

An important criterion for ‘tropical fitness’ is the exclusion of a 
chronic illness (such as heart disease, diabetes, chronic eye disease, 
renal disease) — all of these can carry significant risks in a tropical cli- 
mate. Moreover, if the international manager has suffered a previous 
psychological illness such as depression or psychosis (even if this has 
only appeared once), their current psychological state should be thor- 
oughly assessed. The stress of moving abroad could bring on a new 
outbreak of the illness; particularly if there are no adequate support 
structures available, this could have serious consequences. 
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Immunizations and inoculations 
 
You should contact a medical specialist as early as possible to plan an 
inoculation program specifically tailored to your destination. Suffi- 
cient time should be allowed between individual inoculations and the 
inoculation program should be completed about 10 days before 
traveling. 

Information about inoculations and medical recommendations is 
published annually by the World Health Organisation (WHO) in a 
brochure called International Travel and Health. 
 

Other considerations 
 
Apart from the general risks in some tropical countries (such as the 
prevalence of specific diseases), one also has to consider the exact 
location: will the manager and family be living in a big city or in the 
countryside? What are the hygiene conditions? Does the working 
environment bring any particular stresses? In countries with endemic 
diseases, the specialist will suggest the precautions to be taken. 

In many Asian and Latin American cities, the medical support is 
comparable to western standards. However, in some African capitals 
no adequate medical support is available. Before departing from your 
home country, the exact medical infrastructure of the host country 
should be thoroughly investigated. Your company should ideally give 
specific information on addresses of medical specialists and hospitals 
in the host country. 
 

Special issues with children 
 
Newborn babies should not travel to tropical countries before they 
are six to eight weeks old and then only if the living conditions of the 
family abroad are defined and predictable. Medically, the adaptation of 
healthy older babies as well as smaller children up to primary school 
age is generally unproblematic. With older children and teenagers, 
there is often a question whether the conditions of the country match 
their individual and social interests. Moreover, it is often not easy for 
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European teenagers to adapt to life in a developing country. Frequent 
changes of location make it difficult for children to learn how to 
develop and maintain friends, which could cause problems later. 

A thorough pediatric assessment should be planned early on. If the 
child has a chronic disease, a stay in the tropics is only possible if the 
treatment can be carried out by parents or if there is a specialist 
nearby. 
 

Practical recommendations for preventing disease 
 

• Water: be sure to have clean drinking water. Use filters or treat 
water with chlorine or similar chemicals. 

• Living conditions (particularly important for families): 
— Put mosquito grills around windows 
— Use mosquito nets over beds 
— Eliminate stagnant water around the house (this is a breeding 
      ground for insects). 
• Particularly in rural areas, the infrastructure and availability of a 

range of foods should be checked. 
• Be careful with your eating habits and eat a lot of fruit and veg- 

etables. Be careful with alcohol. 
• Do sports as well as ensuring that you have sufficient sleep. 
• Only engage in safe sex. AIDS and other sexually transmitted 

diseases are a particular risk in some countries, exacerbated by the 
promiscuous behavior of some expatriates. 

• Try to get additional health insurance that will cover the 
treatment of all potential diseases in the foreign country but also 
guarantees transfer home if necessary. 

• Psychological stress, particularly at the beginning of international 
work, can contribute to a higher risk of developing diseases. 

• Spend time in stocking up your ‘home pharmacy’ — ideally get 
medical advice on this. 
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Coming home ------ the biggest culture shock of all? 
 
Most managers believe that returning to your own country is simplicity 
itself. Once they have settled the practicalities of moving their family 
and sorting out somewhere to live, they expect to fall back into their 
usual routine. They look forward to seeing their friends and family 
again and to enjoying the special treats their home country has to offer. 

‘Coming home’ is unfortunately not that simple for many return- 
ing international managers. Their own country has changed, their 
organization has changed, their friends and family may have changed 
and, most importantly, they themselves have changed. These factors 
could make the return home the biggest culture shock of all, often 
called reverse culture shock. 

The returning manager and their family will have to deal with two 
main issues: personal readaptation and professional reintegration. We 
will focus here on the process of personal readaptation and look at 
professional reintegration in Chapter 7. 
 

Personal readaptation 
 
Many returnees go through similar phases of adaptation to when they 
went abroad, such as: 

• Initial euphoria — the honeymoon feeling of being back, seeing 
familiar faces and eating familiar food. 

• Irritability and alienation — the realization that things have 
changed, not being up to date with new products, methods, ways 
of approaching things. 

• Gradual adjustment — social reintegration, modification of former 
lifestyle to match ‘new’ interests. 

• Breaking through — feeling content and adjusted again. 
 
Expecting to fall back into your familiar environment and realizing 
that you have changed are probably the main factors contributing to 
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the feeling of alienation. It comes as a great shock to most people that 
they are not quite as they were before and that their friends and fam- 
ily cannot really understand their experiences and what they are talk- 
ing about. Again, you have to think carefully about how you can best 
integrate your international experience into life at home. It is often 
useful to talk to others who have gone through the same experience 
to find out what helped them readapt. This will alleviate the feeling of 
alienation and disorientation. It may also help to extend your own 
social circle to include people who have had similar experiences, to try 
to make friends of different nationalities and, ultimately, to have a 
more diverse social circle than before. 

Alan had some extremely difficult decisions to make at repatri- 
ation stage. He had lived in the Far East for several years and 
had just come back to the UK. According to his own description, 
he had become depressed months before because he did not want 
to return to Britain. In Japan, he lived apart from his family and 
he obviously enjoyed the independence. When he returned to 
Britain, he had to face several dilemmas: first, at a personal level, 
he was not sure whether he wanted to go back and live with his 
wife and family. Secondly, he was uncertain whether he would be 
able to reenter the social network. Thirdly, he did not know what 
type of job he would be able to get, as his company could not offer 
him a suitable position at the time. 

These kinds of concerns are also reflected in some of the comments 
in my survey of international managers, in which 25 percent of those 
interviewed reported difficulties on repatriation. These occurred 
because of: 

• Loss of lifestyle 
• No appropriate job available 
• Loss of autonomy 
• Being made redundant 
• Handling politics at head office 
• Having to deal with uncertainty on return. 
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A few managers even considered repatriation as the main problem 
with a foreign assignment. Several left the company within weeks of 
coming home, even though they were offered jobs. Nick Forster 
(1993) described the following problem areas for returnees: 37 per- 
cent reported difficulties at work created by reduced work status, 32 
percent experienced downward career moves and 38 percent com- 
plained of loss of autonomy. 

Managers frequently get slotted into jobs on return that are at too 
low a level and they consequently experience immense frustration. 
Companies can no longer guarantee jobs for life, but even if a job is 
guaranteed, sometimes no appropriate position is available. 

The following situations frequently occur for returning inter- 
national managers, illustrated with comments from the managers in 
my survey. 
 

Unrealistic perception of own country 
 
Long-term expatriates particularly can feel out of sync with develop- 
ments in their own country. They expect a home country that has not 
changed in terms of practical aspects as well as general values. Often, 
our home country is idealized during an international assignment. 
Especially during stressful times, we start idealizing our own country 
where ‘things are better’. This results in our being disillusioned on 
return. 

“When I came back to the UK, I felt alienated. I was unsettled for 
at least a year. I felt that I did not fit in.” 

“I had problems coming back from Vietnam, adjusting to the 
lifestyle in the UK. I had autonomy there and coming back, I lost 
it. Also, I found the culture and the mentality in Asia very differ- 
ent. The attitude in Europe seemed ‘poor’ in comparison. By poor, 
I mean that the attitudes in Europe are so negative, compared to 
the optimism in Vietnam.” 



Breaking Through Culture Shock 

 

134 

Lack of excitement on return 
 
Being a foreigner certainly has advantages. First of all, you do not feel 
the strict social control you experience in your own country. This 
allows more freedom. More importantly, there is an excitement 
about learning new things every day. Coming home, even if that 
home has changed, cannot compete with this type of excitement. 
Boredom sets in and you experience a lack of interest in life in 
general. 
 

Social isolation 
 
Telling your stories to people who have never lived abroad could 
make you really depressed. People who do not have a similar inter- 
national orientation do not want to hear every detail of your foreign 
adventure. As a consequence, you feel misunderstood and neglected, 
as you feel other people aren’t giving you sufficient attention. More 
importantly, former friends treat you as if you have not changed at 
all. If you feel you have changed, this can be a very stifling 
experience. 

“My wife was suffering a bit more as she had a good expatriate 
lifestyle and was part of an expatriate community. Now she spends 
more time on her own and she misses the lifestyle in Japan. Our 
lifestyle has definitely downgraded. Whereas in Japan we would 
always meet people over dinners in restaurants, it is now down to 
the pub for a couple of pints. In Japan, people I socialized with 
were all of fairly similar backgrounds (i.e. people who had the 
same amount of money). In London, my set of friends is of a much 
more varied nature.” 

 

Restlessness 
 
Having become used to the challenges of an international assignment, 
you may continually feel restless on your return. 
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“I realized that the moving around makes a person very unsettled 
— you leave a part of you wherever you are and you always miss 
certain aspects; it certainly makes you less settled.” 

 

Five steps to an easy personal reentry 
 

• Expect possible symptoms of reverse culture shock (feeling 
alienated, ill at ease or slightly depressed) and accept that they are 
normal. 

• Give yourself time to deal with the changes involved in coming 
back and deal with the immediate stress (see the stress-reduction 
advice in Chapter 2). 

• Use your social support system effectively — in particular, talk to 
people who have had international experience themselves. 

• Accept that your interests and expectations have changed — try to 
expand your previous lifestyle and get more diversity in your 
activities. 

• Broaden your social network and try to befriend people of 
different nationalities. 



 

 

7  
 
Managing Your Career Successfully 

The increase in international positions is evident if you look at the job 
advertisements in national papers. Attractive international positions 
certainly catch the eye. However, in order to be successful inter- 
nationally, it is not sufficient to have all the characteristics of a highly 
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successful international executive. It is also necessary to plan your 
international career and to use your organization effectively. 

This chapter puts international work into the context of career 
management. First, let’s take another look at the effect of international 
work on personality and career development. 
 

How international work affects your life 
 
Little is known about how international work really affects a man- 
ager’s life, so I interviewed 45 executives operating internationally to 
find out about the effects of international work on personality and 
careers (Marx, 1996a). 
 

Effects on personality 
 
Significant positive effects on their personality were reported by 91 
percent of the managers interviewed, as summarized in Table 13. The 
main effects were greater confidence, more open-mindedness, more 
tolerance and patience and a broader outlook. 

A few of the executives interviewed described negative effects on 
their personality, such as being less patient, more serious, more cyni- 
cal, more dogmatic and feeling unsettled. 

These potential effects can be illustrated by comments from the 
managers interviewed: 

“It made me tougher. I am more capable of taking rapid action 
and I can cut the problem much earlier on. I followed the advice 
of ‘if it doesn’t kill you, it makes you stronger’.” 

“I grew up, it broadened my horizons and I developed a need for 
travel and a thirst for knowledge. I felt more flexible and self- 
sufficient. At the beginning, I was more reserved, but after I 
adapted, I became more outgoing.” 
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Table 13 Positive effects on personality 

Greater confidence 
More open-mindedness, broader outlook 
More tolerance and patience 
Better listening ability 
Greater sensitivity to other cultures 
Faster decision making 
More maturity 
Better understanding of people 
Higher degree of independence 
More assertiveness 
Greater thirst for knowledge 
Greater diplomacy and tactfulness 
Greater flexibility 
Better people management 

“I feel more confident overall: I have a broader outlook on things. 
I feel that if you can deal with stressful situations in a foreign 
country, this will boost your belief in coping with any difficult sit- 
uation, like ‘if I can do this, I can cope with anything’. The whole 
experience also brought me closer to my partner and we decided 
to get married while we were out there.” 

“It was a toughening experience — it strengthened my confidence 
because it is not easy to go to a foreign country and to make it 
work, to build up business contacts. In the end, I got the praise for 
my work.” 

“One effect the experience had is that I could never take the 
‘game’ seriously afterwards because of all the problems I experi- 
enced in Japan. Before, I was completely career motivated but after 
that, I had different life expectations and I was trying to get my life 
together.” 

It is great to see how positive these international managers (of various 
nationalities and working in different parts of the world) were about 
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the effect of international work on their personal development. The 
majority reported great benefits in terms of their personality. 

The situation is slightly different when looking at the effects on 
professional development. 
 

Effects on career 
 
Positive effects of international work on their professional develop- 
ment were reported by 82 percent of the managers interviewed, while 
29 percent reported negative effects and some reported a combination 
of the two. 

Positive and negative career effects are detailed in Tables 14 and 15. 

Table 14 Positive career effects 

General career progression/promotion 
Faster professional development 
More responsibility/autonomy/senior roles 
More marketable 

Improvement of specific abilities 
Cross-cultural management/international skills 
Strategic thinking/negotiation/flexibility 
Professional expertise and confidence improved 
More politically astute and able to deal with headquarters 

Other issues 
Career change 
More money 
More interesting time 
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Table 15 Negative career effects 

International experience not appreciated 
Lower-level position on repatriation 
Company did not manage to keep them 
Zero benefit 
International experience discredited 
Lost all home-country contacts 
Professional progress slower than in home country 

Other effects 
Being now in a more risky (specialist) area 
More power driven 
Being away from new ideas and developments 
Psychologically very tired after the assignment (lack of energy) 
Examples of individual managers’ experiences include the following. 

“Very good because I went to a country where the industry was not 
as advanced and, therefore, I could have faster career progression.” 

“I became more confident. I also developed a broader expertise in 
transactions. Interestingly, most people who went on secondment 
at the same time left the company after coming back. Even the hot 
shots and people who were earmarked for a fast-track career often 
changed company. It was the opportunity to step back from the 
treadmill that often led to a change in job.” 

“I learned a lot about dealing with headquarters and the experi- 
ence in the United States was a major stepping stone in my career. 
I feel that international experience is a little like doing an MBA: 
you cannot pinpoint a particular bit that was useful, but overall it 
is very useful.” 

“It has been a bit of a struggle really. I thought the business 
wasn’t going anywhere and it was time to go back. I did not see 
that there were sufficient opportunities long term.” 
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“I used to think that international experience looked good on 
your CV, that it is an enhancement, but I am not so sure any more 
— a lot of people want to see stability but if you have moved around 
too much, they cannot take that seriously.” 

“Of all the expatriates that came back from abroad, only one was 
staying with the company. The company did not know what to do 
with the international experience of their managers and, therefore, 
people were underused. I am now going to a much more inter- 
nationally oriented company. Therefore, my experience has not 
helped me to progress in my own company but has made me much 
more marketable outside.” 

“My training before I went to Paris cost £300,000. I improved the 
Paris performance by three times and was clearly seen as a high flyer 
within my company. Nevertheless, my company did not manage to 
keep me and find me an appropriate job after the assignment.” 

“I found that my experience in Japan was not really appreciated 
at all when I came back to London. Sometimes I seriously question 
whether it was the best thing for me to do because I was marked 
for a fast-track career to a senior level in London before I left, but 
then I blew all my contacts and it was difficult to get back.” 

 

Seasoned executives 
 
An interview with David John, chairman of BOC, one of the UK’s 
largest companies, will illustrate some of the characteristic personal 
and professional experiences through which many executives will go 
during their international careers. 
 

Career background 
 
David John developed the idea of an international career early on 
when he left Cambridge University to attend graduate school at 
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Columbia University, New York. He subsequently joined RTZ in 
London in 1966, then moved to Redland, with assignments in Hong 
Kong and the Middle East. He worked in Bahrain from 1978 to 1980, 
then returned to the UK as managing director of a Redland division. 
He subsequently spent another five years in the Middle East. From 
March 1987 to 1992, he was based in Singapore. 

His international jobs were at senior management level through- 
out and involved many negotiations in relation to joint projects. 

His motivation for taking on the first assignment is interesting. It 
was at a time of high inflation in the UK and he was worried about 
his children’s private school fees. He was thinking about leaving his 
company, but then the company offered him a position overseas. The 
main attraction was the opportunity to start up a new operation in a 
new country; money was a secondary feature. He went first to Hong 
Kong and learned about the Chinese culture, before moving to the 
Middle East and working in Bahrain. He found the culture of the 
Middle East extremely complex. 
 

Family perspective 
 
The children’s education caused some problems. In Hong Kong, 
there were no difficulties because the schools were good. In the Mid- 
dle East there was more of a problem finding international schools 
and the children had to be sent to boarding school. At first, John did 
not want to send his children away because of his own experience at 
boarding school. However, in the end, he found it worked very well. 

The family took frequent trips together. His wife would often 
come home to the UK for the summer term and then in the holidays 
take the children to wherever he was working. They would always 
make sure that they had a family holiday together, and that they were 
home for Christmas. John believes that international work puts a high 
strain on relationships and that a marriage has to be strong to survive; 
he comments that partners have to be ‘flexible, wise and good 
listeners’. 
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Adaptation and cross-cultural management 
 
According to John, overseas experience has taught him patience: 
"Coming with a western attitude of result orientation and swift action 
doesn’t get you very far. You have to learn how to play their way." In 
terms of management, one of the biggest mistakes he made was while 
managing Indian employees in the Middle East. The employees were 
accustomed to a hierarchical way of management — quite a military 
approach. When he arrived in his job, he abolished all these regi- 
mented forms of management but found that this did not work at all, 
because the Indian employees saw him as a ‘soft touch’. Ultimately, he 
had to adopt a directive and hierarchical management style and show 
his toughness in order to survive. 

Another mistake he made in the Middle East was in Bahrain. Fif- 
teen years ago, he was involved in building a marina club complex. 
The club was extremely smart and had a huge marble staircase lead- 
ing up from the entrance hall and then facing a wall. In order to make 
the space more decorative, John suggested two antique Arabic-style 
doors in this space. The Arab chairman of the operation rejected this 
idea outright. The doors reminded him of ancient housing in the 
desert and not of the modern society they had built in Bahrain. To 
reflect their modernism, the Bahrainian executives wanted to have 
glitz and no reminders of their past. 

This is a good example of not seeing ideas from your counterparts’ 
perspective and failing to consider the development of the society at 
the time. Interestingly, the situation has changed: there is now a 
museum in Bahrain to preserve all the ancient traditions. 

John estimates that the percentage of managers who perform well 
internationally is about 70 percent, leaving the remaining 30 percent 
struggling with their assignments. 
 

Young high flyers 
 
The following case illustrates how the younger generation of execu- 
tives structure their careers and the difficulties they typically 
encounter in career progression. The criterion for a high flyer is an 
executive who has performed successfully in several international 
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assignments and has an international career. To give some gender bal- 
ance, this example concerns the career of a female executive in finan- 
cial services. 
 

Career structure 
 
Although she originally planned to embark on an academic career in 
political sciences, Caroline Kuhnert decided to move into the busi- 
ness area and joined a trainee program with an Austrian bank in her 
native Vienna. For two years she worked in the city in a relatively jun- 
ior position, being trained and gaining general banking experience. 

Because of her academic specialization in political science in Rus- 
sia and her language skills, she decided to apply for a position in 
Moscow. By her own account, she was extremely fortunate because 
the bank had failed to fill the position in Moscow for two years before 
she came along. She jumped about two steps in her career and 
obtained a fairly senior position as head of representative office at a 
relatively young age. She stayed for three years in this position and 
was offered the opportunity to move into senior management of the 
International Bank of Moscow, of which her bank was a co-owner. 
She stayed two years with this bank. 

Kuhnert planned her next career step quite carefully. She accepted 
a position with Creditanstalt in London which was less senior and 
accepted a cut in her salary in order to expand her banking skills. She 
stayed two years in this position — and then again decided to make a 
drastic change and go into investment banking for similar reasons: she 
wanted to learn about different areas in financial services. 

Kuhnert sees her career progression as a combination of planning 
and good luck. Objectively, her planning seems shrewd and intelli- 
gent, with an excellent sense of timing. Her ambition is to learn as 
much as possible about all areas of banking and thus be perfectly pre- 
pared for a board position in 10 years’ time. However, she also recog- 
nizes the potential risk of burnout that long working hours, 
performance pressure and frequent international travel can bring. 
Kuhnert made a switch from two longer-term assignments in Russia 
to being based in London with frequent, short-term international 
travel, mostly to various regions within Russia. 
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Kuhnert’s advice for international managers is to keep their focus on 
career planning. The challenge is to keep a balance in the relationship 
with headquarters and to be sure that you perform well, but also to 
publicise that fact. Your PR skills in an international assignment are as 
important as your knowledge and performance. 

This is consistent with stories of international managers who stay 
abroad for a long time, do not spend enough effort liaising with 
headquarters and ensuring they know the decision makers. They 
often mismanage their careers and do not achieve the career progres- 
sion they deserve. For anyone who is recruited externally, i.e. is new 
to a company, it is important to spend sufficient time in headquarters 

Curriculum Vitae 
Name: Caroline Kuhnert 
Nationality: Austrian 
Current Position: Executive Director in Debt Capital Markets at 

SBC Warburg Dillon Read (London) 
Academic Background: PhD in Political Science (University of Vienna) 
 MA in Political Science (University of Vienna) 

 Study periods in Paris and Moscow 
Languages: German, Russian, English, French, Italian 
Career History:  
1997 to date UBS and subsequently SBC Warburg Dillon 

Read, London 
Executive Director in Debt Capital Markets 

1995-1997 Creditanstalt, London 
Head of Structured Trade Finance 
Assistant Director 

1994-1996 International Moscow Bank, Moscow 
General Manager 
International Customer Division 

1991-1994 Creditanstalt, Moscow 
Head of Representative Office 

1989-1991 Girozentrale und Bank der 
Oesterreichischen Sparkassen AG, 
Vienna 
International Project Finance 
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before going on the foreign assignment. This will ensure enough 
knowledge of the company, the decision makers and the organiza- 
tional politics. Otherwise, it is virtually impossible to represent the 
company abroad or to influence headquarters. 

Kuhnert’s career is interesting as it shows an unusual range of 
experience and a varied background. Her CV and career progression 
lead to the following evaluation: 

• An unusual background in political sciences before moving into 
banking shows a good range of interests and flexible skills. 

• Early international orientation with many stays abroad as a 
student as well as strong language skills. 

• Early international moves into a position in Vienna at a relatively 
junior level. 

• A smart career move into a senior position at International 
Moscow Bank, being confronted by a team of much older, male 
team members. This also allowed her to make two jumps on the 
career ladder. A good but high-risk strategy. 

• After Moscow, the ability to forgo some of her salary in order to 
take up a position in a new field and a different country. 

• The CV suggests strong career progression, with good moves in 
terms of her long-term career potential. 

 

First timers 
 
Deborah Percy is a British HR professional working with Block- 
buster, a video rental company. She was promoted to vice-president, 
international human resources, based in Dallas. This new role 
expanded her original operation in nine countries to 26 countries. She 
described her adaptation in personal and professional terms: 

“I deally I would have liked to stay a bit longer in my European 
HR role before moving to the USA. However, since this oppor- 
tunity came up and it was an excellent promotion I had to take it. 

Basically, I can differentiate two main phases in terms of 
adaptation. The first three weeks were full of curiosity and deal- 
ing with the practicalities and went OK, but also had their ups and 
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downs in terms of frustrations, such as banking etc. Thereafter, I 
started to look around and to ask the necessary questions and to 
learn to develop. I think the recipe is not to make assumptions 
about the other culture, in my case about the Americans, and not 
to assume anything really. This leaves you open to ask many ques- 
tions and to become more self-aware as to how you come across. 

My adaptation went well altogether.” 

Probably one sign of her positive adaptation after 12 months in the 
USA, her first international assignment, is the fact that she has now 
decided to stay there because she finds it a much more balanced 
lifestyle. She has more time for herself and outside work activities. 

She gives this advice for managing an international career: 
• Try to find a mentor in the first three weeks. 
• Do some cultural orientation before you go to the country and 

after a period there. 
• Identify all your assumptions and check them out before you go. 
• Avoid your partner/spouse coming to join you six months later 
• — this is too long. You may be out of sync in your adaptation. 
• Do not sell your home, as it is good to leave a base. 
• Expect to deal with culture shock for about six months at least. 

“After 12 months, I am still trying to understand; the inter- 
national experience has made me more curious about my own cul- 
ture and mentality.” 

 

A new career pattern 
 
Traditionally, high flyers joined large (preferably multinational) com- 
panies, started in the graduate scheme and followed a career that was 
set out by the company. Fast and consistent promotion within the 
same company was their career aim and the company did its best to 
retain them. This pattern has changed dramatically over the last cou- 
ple of years. 

The younger generation of top executives have a different back- 
ground. An analysis of the career profiles of chief executives of the top 
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100 companies in the UK (Marx, 1996c) showed that a completely 
new generation of chief executives is emerging. Compared to the 
older generation, these executives: 

• are better educated (they are more likely to have university 
degrees) 

• often have advanced degrees 
• are more likely to have international experience 
• have worked for a larger number of companies, i.e. changed 

companies more often. 
 
The young generation of chief executives structure their career differ- 
ently: they take more risks, they seek diversity and they don’t follow 
the traditional path of staying for a long time with the same company. 
They seek new challenges, including international assignments. 

This pattern is encouraging for international managers. First, it 
suggests that international experience is valued. Secondly, it means 
that taking risks and joining different types of company may pay divi- 
dends in the long run and result in better jobs. Risk taking and diver- 
sification reflect an ability to adapt to different environments and to 
be flexible — characteristics that are important for success in today’s 
complex and fast-changing business environment. Lateral career 
moves and experience with different types of industry are certainly 
encouraged and seen as much more positive than in the past. 

Another consideration is the effect of international experience on 
salaries. I recently tried to find out what differentiated executives (of 
the same age) who had a high salary from those who had a lower 
salary. I focused on a group of finance directors applying for positions 
in the UK. Compared to those earning lower salaries, senior finance 
professionals with high salaries were: 

• nearly three times as likely to have had international experience, 
defined as an overseas assignment (45 versus 16 percent) 

• more likely to work in the finance sector (35 versus 24 percent) 
• more likely to have a directorship (85 versus 72 percent). 

 
The aim of the survey was to find pointers on how to achieve higher 
salaries. If you want to make money as a finance professional, the 
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advice is: get international experience, work in the finance sector and 
get a directorship. International experience was the most significant 
factor distinguishing the two groups. 

In a report on Building and Retaining Global Talent: Towards 2002, 
Johnson (1998) explained: 

There will be a major change in international business operations 
as old style expatriate policies and procedures are becoming out 
of date. Even more important, old style expatriates are becoming 
out of date too. 

We have seen throughout this book that international managers come 
in many shapes, beyond the traditional expatriate: there are shorter- 
term assignments, project work, virtual international teams and so on. 
Johnson’s research on 150 organizations worldwide identifies the fol- 
lowing new types: 

• Solo managers on short-term assignments (without families) 
• Solo managers on long-term assignments (without families) 
• ‘In-betweenies’ whose spouses will go if the company will find a 

job for them 
• Female executives with trailing husbands 
• The over-fifties who are willing to travel (leaving their grown-up 

children behind). 
 

International development 
 
Barham and Oates (1993) suggest the following steps to prepare for 
an international career: 

Expand your global thinking and expertise 

• Read international newspapers and magazines on a consistent 
basis (Economist, Financial Times, International Herald Tribune) 

• Read the latest publications on how to do international business 
• Read international trade journals to keep up with international 

developments in your field. 
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Establish global links and networks 

• Develop formal and informal cross-border networks in your own 
company 

• Join international associations in your functional expertise 
• Try to attend as many international conferences as you can. 

Develop global leadership and values 

• Learn about cross-cultural management and the management of 
international teams 

• Know your own values and behavior and the impact you create 
on other people 

• Learn different languages. 
 
For up-to-date information on specific countries, a new online sur- 
vival guide for international managers, Countrynet, has been 
launched by Arthur Andersen, the Economist Intelligence Unit and 
Craighead Publications. It is a subscription-based Website with infor- 
mation on 84 countries on issues such as: 

• Relocation: cultural, economic and business overview 
• Economy and politics: information on political and economic 

structures to help conduct business successfully 
• Immigration and tax. 

 
Apart from improving your knowledge of international business, there 
is also the question of your personal self-development. We know that 
personality characteristics are relatively stable, but they can change 
over time, particularly after experiencing major life events. It is there- 
fore useful to review your personality characteristics and behavior in 
terms of strengths and weaknesses to ask what makes you effective in 
particular environments and what areas you have to develop further. 

Most organizations believe that prior international experience 
guarantees success in future international work. Consequently, they 
select international managers simply on the basis of their prior expe- 
rience. However, empirical research has shown that international 
experience per se is not a good predictor for future success in interna- 
tional assignments (Torbiörn, 1982). 
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A manager may have had international experience, but this in itself 
does not mean that they have had a successful international experience. 
We all know people who seem highly ‘global’ (culturally sensitive, 
flexible, with a strong range of interests), but we also all know people 
who have worked abroad and are still parochial and narrow minded. 
They may know the food, but they don’t know anything about the 
real life of the country and its people. 

There is also the question of whether we can assume a universal 
international competence or whether some individuals are more 
suited to a specific culture or geographic location. For instance, a 
manager who has been successful in Mexico may not necessarily be 
successful in Thailand. 

Nevertheless, most experts assume that there are some generic 
characteristics that can equip you for the international challenge. Per- 
sonality characteristics and attitudes that are frequently mentioned in 
the context of international competence are empathy, openness, flex- 
ibility, self-confidence and self-possession, optimism, independence, 
initiative and intelligence (Gertsen, 1990). Attitudes that do not work 
well in international assignments are excessive use of stereotypes and 
prejudices or strong ethnocentrism (the tendency to see one’s own 
culture and values as the only appropriate way of life). 

What criteria do companies look for when they evaluate a man- 
ager’s potential for taking on an international role? My survey of 
personnel managers in 83 internationally operating companies in 
Germany (Marx, 1996b) showed that they look for the characteristics 
outlined in Table 16. 

Most of these attributes are ‘soft’ factors: social competence, adapt- 
ability, openness, flexibility and self-reliance. Consequently, selection 
that is mainly based on technical or managerial skills is not sufficient. 



Breaking Through Culture Shock 

 

152 

Table 16 Desirable characteristics of international managers (in order of priority) 

Social competence 
Openness to other ways of thinking 
Cultural adaptation 
Professional excellence 
Language skills 
Flexibility 
Ability to manage/work in a team 
Self-reliance/independence 
Mobility 
Ability to deal with stress 
Adaptability of the family 
Patience 
Sensitivity 
 
These characteristics reinforce the assumptions of the culture shock 
triangle. It is necessary to work on the emotional side (ability to deal 
with stress), the thinking side (openness to other ways of thinking, 
flexibility, language skills) and the social side (social competence, abil- 
ity to manage, cultural adaptation) in order to be effective in interna- 
tional business. 

My coaching work with international managers also suggests that 
it is useful to think about the following characteristics before you start 
to evaluate your own ability to ‘make it’ internationally by using the 
questionnaire in Chapter 10: successful international executives seem 
to be able to reserve judgment, they are not absolute in their evalua- 
tion and they can apply flexibility. They know that some things can- 
not be objectified and are beyond rationality. They are more 
interested in analyzing a situation as an aid to further action than in 
spending time reflecting on why things are not like they are at home 
(Ratin, 1983). Many of these characteristics are related to the way 
people think, but they also have an emotional momentum: the ability 
to cope with uncertainty or ambiguity. 

Some companies offer a development package to their inter- 
national managers consisting of assessment and coaching for an inter- 
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national role. As a consultant, I have developed a service that is 
increasingly being used by global organizations. Assessments for 
international work are in-depth and take a minimum of half a day, 
with the following format: 

• Psychological interviews that probe the motivation for going 
abroad, social skills and cultural sensitivity 

• Personality questionnaires 
• Psychoanalytically oriented techniques. 

 
This process allows a comprehensive evaluation of candidates by 
using different methods. Assessments are followed up by a feedback 
session where all the results are discussed with the manager and rec- 
ommendations for further development are made. Managers and 
companies receive a full report of the assessment and use the infor- 
mation for long-term development. A case study will illustrate this 
approach: 

A company selected a high-flying employee from the UK for a 
senior assignment. The manager had never worked at inter- 
national level and his company wanted an evaluation of his inter- 
national potential. 

The assessment brought out several concerns: 

• This manager took a very cautious approach and did not show 
any orientation towards taking a risk. How would he deal with 
the uncertainty of international work? 

• He was shy and felt uncomfortable in most unfamiliar social 
situations. How would he establish contacts at work and 
outside? 

• He was easily affected by his feelings and showed a tendency 
to worry. Was he sufficiently stress resistant? 

This was a situation where the prospective assignee needed more 
time to develop into the new role. His company had originally 
planned to send him abroad with a week’s notice. This assignment 
did not in fact happen. 
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Very few assessments result in such serious concerns. More often, 
development issues are isolated which can be immediately targeted, 
thereby improving effectiveness. The next case shows such an 
example: 

A highly experienced international manager was recommended 
to start up a new operation in South East Asia. The company 
wanted to give the manager as much support as possible and sug- 
gested an assessment and coaching session. 

The assessment session showed the following results. As 
could be expected from his past experience, this manager exhibited 
strong cross-cultural sensitivity and the ability to deal with a great 
deal of pressure. However, the assessment also uncovered several 
issues for his future development: 

• As this was a start-up operation, it was recommended that the 
candidate should develop a stronger entrepreneurial orientation. 

• The candidate was highly socially motivated and needed a lot 
of recognition by his organization. He would have to have an 
occasional ‘pat on the back’ and strong support lines. 

• His job commitment was so high that one could question 
whether he had a sufficiently balanced lifestyle. He therefore 
had to reevaluate the way he lived. 

• His conceptual understanding of international management 
could be improved and he could work on stronger perspective 
taking. 

• He needed more training in negotiating skills. 

The company used these findings in the following way: 

• Immediately, to complement him with someone with a stronger 
entrepreneurial orientation. 

• To set up clear support structures during the assignment. 
• To explain the stress model of adaptation and explore non- 

work-related activities. 
• To offer individual cross-cultural coaching and organize a 

reading list to improve his conceptual understanding of cross- 
cultural management. 
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• Longer term, to send him on a training course in negotiation. 
Management development sessions with an international angle may 
be useful for your own preparation. A typical approach is summarized 
below. 
 

Part One: Half-day psychological assessment 
 

Aim 

Assessment of characteristics that are relevant for cross-cultural adap- 
tation. These include sensitivity to different cultures, adaptability to 
new situations, communication, relationship skills, people orienta- 
tion, stress resistance, self-reliance, result and action orientation. 

Methods 

• Structured interview 
• Psychoanalytically oriented techniques 
• Personality questionnaires targeting values and coping mechanisms. 

 

Part Two: Coaching session (another half-day as a minimum) 
 

Feedback 

• Analysis of assessment results 
• Strengths and weaknesses in relation to cross-cultural adaptation 
• Self-awareness and awareness of own cultural ‘baggage’. 

Coaching 

• Exercise: international management situations 
• Analysis of answers and description of cross-cultural model 
• Analysis of differences in cultural values 
• Personal/family situation and process of adaptation. 

 
The best advice is to take a proactive and positive approach to your 
own career management and not to rely on your organization to pro- 
vide everything for you. 
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Making a smooth return 
 
Your professional reentry should be planned right from the start of a 
long-term international assignment, irrespective of whether you have 
a guaranteed job to go back to or not. Take the following steps: 

• First of all, check whether a job is guaranteed on return and the 
range of jobs that may be offered by the organization. Get any 
guarantee in writing. 

• Discuss with a career adviser/mentor/personnel department in 
your company how they see your reintegration on return. If you 
plan to come back to the same organization (which ideally you 
should and, ideally, your organization should be interested in), try 
to come back at least once a year and spend some time in 
headquarters and with the personnel department looking at future 
job options. This is also an important time to advertise your 
successes and to show your interest in a variety of possible jobs. 

• Organize a mentor (not your line manager!) before an 
international assignment. Having a senior manager as your 
mentor is not only important for discussing management 
situations while you are abroad, but also in terms of long-term 
career planning. 

• Discuss potential job openings with your company in the last 
year of your assignment — at the latest six months before your 
return. You have to be proactive and cannot expect job 
opportunities to be given to you automatically. 

• Companies are changing at an incredible speed nowadays and 
often returning expatriates don’t recognize the organization they 
once worked for. Therefore, stay in touch with headquarters via 
all possible routes. 

 
My colleague Jerry Gray at Norman Broadbent International gives 
the following advice to job seekers on returning to their home 
country: 
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“Handling applications remotely is very difficult. It is a real dis- 
advantage to be far away and not being available for interviews. 
Very few companies would fly candidates in, unless there is no one 
else who can compete. As communications improve day by day, 
such as videoconferencing etc., this may change. Nevertheless, 
people may miss out because they are not available for early inter- 
views. If you live abroad, you may not have full access to all 
recruitment media and you have to rely on fewer publications. 

Ideally, one should come back from abroad with time to spare 
in order to find the next role, something that will fit well. Respon- 
sible companies should allow a three-month repatriation period 
(maybe on reduced salary) with use of their facilities in order to 
allow their managers to find new jobs if they cannot guarantee 
jobs on return. 

Returning managers should tap into contacts in recruitment 
consultancies; approach the top 10 consultancies in your country 
and in your field. Target recruitment consultants who have inter- 
national experience themselves. These consultants are more aware 
of the difficulties of coming back and may be more sympathetic in 
giving you their time and advice. 

The rest is very much as one would recommend to any job 
seeker: approach companies that are of interest, study all job 
advertisements and do a lot of networking. Networking should 
include external as well as internal contacts. In large organiza- 
tions, it takes a lot of internal networking to find the right job.” 

An international manager in banking who had been working in 
various European countries supported this last point: 

“I believe repatriation is a major problem. I came back from 
France to a good job but coming back from abroad the second 
time, I was uncomfortable for the first two years after my return. 
The human resource department in my company was looking to 
find me a new job and I also did a lot of networking. In the end, I 
managed to find my current position in the same company simply 
through persistence and networking. Luckily, this new position fits 
my professional background extremely well.” 
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The following comments describe the process of readaptation: 

“I found that the inverse culture shock was quite strong: London 
is more frantic and in London, the company expects you to 
impress. One has to be much more proactive in comparison to 
Japan where the boss tells you what to do and work in relatively 
reactive. In a way, it is real life here in London.” 

“Repatriation — there was a formal interview panel for my career 
progression but this was not properly followed up. When I pushed, 
they offered me a job in the investment arm of the bank. This 
sounded initially very promising and looked good on my CV. 
Nevertheless, I found it difficult to come back. The job was not 
what I expected, I had more independence in France, I felt I was 
too senior for the job and was generally disillusioned. The central 
personnel department did not support me on relocation and the 
people clearly saw me as an asset in the company but did not treat 
me as an asset. Within three months of coming back, I decided to 
leave and I was actually recruited by one of my former clients in 
France.” 

Not all returns are sources of stress, however. Many international 
managers are quite clear that they only want to have a three-year 
assignment and are psychologically planning their return. Managers 
who have lived in more difficult countries (‘hardship’ places or in 
more ‘alien’ cultures) often experience a prolonged honeymoon 
period on return. These professionals often enjoyed the challenge of 
a more difficult assignment but are also happy to return to a more 
familiar environment. Coming back to a place where you can speak 
your native language may be experienced as a joy after a difficult for- 
eign assignment. 

Individuals vary in their perceptions. Some managers make them- 
selves very unhappy by having unrealistic expectations of a fantastic 
job on return. Developing a pragmatic view (and this includes getting 
the facts about changes in the organization and opportunities) seems 
a better way to ensure a good return. 

Although some managers have had top responsibilities in their for- 
eign assignments, including negotiations with the most senior 
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businesspeople and government ministers, it is simply not realistic to 
expect the same status on return to your home country. 

How can you best use your international experience, at a personal 
as well as professional level? Personally, it certainly means an expan- 
sion of your social circle, your hobbies, interests and activities. Pro- 
fessionally, it means looking at a wider range of jobs, making sure that 
your own company understands the activities in which you have been 
involved overseas and that you market your new skills. If you are 
looking for a new job, try to sell your new international skills as much 
as possible. The good news is that our own work within the recruit- 
ment market has shown that managers who have been on inter- 
national assignments tend to earn higher salaries than those without 
international experience. 
 

Tips for cross-border applicants 
 
If you decide to apply for a job in a different country, it is advisable to 
adapt your application style to the style of the country to which you are 
applying. In a survey of 300 job applicants for management positions in 
France, Germany and the UK, I found enormous differences in style. 

French applicants generally use handwritten cover letters. This 
may be in response to the widespread use of graphological analysis by 
French companies in the selection process. Other characteristics of 
the French include: 

• Always listing personal interests 
• Standard layout of CV 
• Listing languages spoken 
• Occasionally including a photo. 

 
German applicants often include their parents’ personal details and 
occupation. Against the stereotype, they seem least likely to follow a 
clear structure and format in their CV presentation. Other character- 
istics of the Germans are: 

• Always attaching a photo 
• Sometimes including references from previous employers 



Breaking Through Culture Shock 

 

160 

• Attaching copies of all academic and professional certificates 
• Rarely listing personal interests 
• Listing languages spoken. 

 
British candidates rarely list foreign languages, probably reflecting the 
fact that in the UK speaking a second language fluently is unusual. 
Other characteristics of the British include: 

• Writing the longest CVs (up to 10 pages) 
• Rarely attaching a photo 
• Occasionally listing other interests. 

 

Planning a successful international career 
 

• Be proactive in getting international experience, whether it is a 
short-term or a long-term assignment. 

• Choose assignments carefully: assess the risk factors as well as the 
skills and competencies you will develop on the assignment, and 
the significance of the assignment for the company. 

• Even if you don’t have a concrete career goal, assess the long- 
term implications of the specific assignment for your future 
career. 

• Assess what you need from the organization. 
• Get external advice on the package you are being offered. 
• Get tax advice. 
• Carry out a self-assessment of your personality (see Chapter 10). 
• Ask for training (management development and cross-cultural) 

and family support. 
• Define and agree ongoing support (clear reporting lines and 

expectations on both sides). 
• Plan your repatriation (ideally, get a job guaranteed or, if not, get 

the organization to offer career counseling and help with finding 
a suitable position). 

• Find a mentor in the organization. 
• Engage in self-development activities: read a lot of international 

management literature, read the international press, get as much 
local exposure as possible. 
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• Deal positively with the stress and emotional upheaval that some 
international work involves. 

• Improve your language skills. 
• Ultimately, develop curiosity and flexibility in your thinking. 



 

 

8  
 
International High Flyers 

We all want to know how successful international executives 
broke through the culture shock and managed their 
careers. To this aim, I interviewed role models for every 
international manager: Peter Job (Chief Executive of Reuters), Win 
Bischoff (Chairman of Schroders) and Walter Hasselkus (then Chief 
Executive of Rover). I chose these particular executives because they 
are leading top companies with international operations and because 
they all had successful international careers before becoming chief 
executive or chairman. This chapter describes their views and advice 
on international management, often in their own words. 
 

Peter Job, Chief Executive, Reuters 
 
Educated at Exeter College, Oxford, BA in German and French. Joined Reuters in 

1963 to take up a position as a journalist and was based in Paris, New Delhi, Kuala 

Lumpur, Jakarta and Buenos Aires from 1963 to 1978. Managed Reuters in Asia, based 

in Hong Kong between 1978 and 1990. Became a full main board director of Reuters 

in 1989. Since 1991 has been Chief Executive of Reuters Holdings plc. 
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What makes a good international manager? 
 

“Everybody starts off thinking their own national culture is best 
and, therefore, as an international manager you can never rest 
until you have discovered the positive characteristics of the new 
culture. Optimism is one of the major characteristics of a good 
international manager and this also includes optimism about the 
capabilities of others. It is extremely dangerous to underestimate 
the capability of others, but this is unfortunately what often hap- 
pens in international business. I therefore see optimism as one of 
the major criteria of effective managers. 

Other prime characteristics are curiosity and a celebration of 
‘vive les differences!’. You need enthusiasm and interest in looking 
at the way things are done in an unfamiliar environment. 

There is a propensity for cultures to think badly of one 
another. This was certainly the case when westerners tried to 
understand Japanese business. Because of differences in manners 
and business attitudes, westerners thought negatively of Japanese 
managers and obviously did not understand them or made an 
attempt to understand them. If you threw away these bags of 
stereotypes and prejudices, the foreign counterpart would be inter- 
ested and would show and explain their side of doing business and 
their culture to you. For example, there was a common attitude 
among westerners to not even attempt to learn the Japanese lan- 
guage because of potential mistakes one could make, thereby 
offending one’s negotiation partners. This is a complete stereotype 
and does not correspond to reality. It is always advantageous to 
speak the foreign language — not necessarily to conduct the whole 
business negotiation in that language but to show an interest and 
respect to others.” 

 

Timing 
 

“Another issue in international business is to know when the 
apple is ready to fall from the tree. This century has seen many 
changes. The last world war had a strong impact on nationalities 
seeing each other in a negative light. However, in international 
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business, it is not only the understanding of the other culture but 
also the timing that is of essence. It is clear that one has to choose 
one’s target with care. Sometimes, the market of a particular coun- 
try is simply not ready and, if it is ready, one has to move very 
quickly. The timing can also depend on the history of the country, 
for example whether the country is ready to embark on joint ven- 
tures with other countries. 

This leads to three success criteria in international 
executives: 

• Optimism 
• Curiosity 
• Sense of ‘rightness’ as far as the history of the country is 

concerned." 
 

Complexity of different markets 
 

“We also have to realize that a complex culture is difficult to 
understand. It is difficult to build business in Germany and Japan. 
In both countries, you have very strong domestic businesses and it 
is therefore hard for outsiders to come in. Doing business in Ger- 
many and Japan is a good test of your ability to do business in a 
foreign market. Both Germany and Japan thrive on long-term 
business relationships and quality issues. If you succeed in those 
markets, this speaks for your long-term orientation and the qual- 
ity issue of our own company. However, the biggest test is the US. 
The US does not instill a long-term business relationship. Any- 
body can go in there, especially if they have a new idea, but the 
pressure is intolerable. It is difficult to establish a business despite 
the open market and it is difficult to make a good acquisition 
because everybody is only selling on top of the market. To sum up, 
there are many difficulties in international business, but we also 
have to make the assumption that these can be overcome by tak- 
ing a long-term view.” 
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Advice to international managers 
 

“My advice focuses on the following three areas: 

• The manager needs a strong sense of his/her company and 
where the company is going, what the company stands for, etc. 

• Ideally, the manager should aim to disappear into the back- 
ground like a chameleon — adapting is making do with the 
material and the people he/she finds. 

• You need strong leadership characteristics and independence as 
well as the ability to communicate enthusiasm about the job at 
hand. What is the difference to national leaders? The inter- 
national leader needs on top of these characteristics a deeper 
knowledge of the company product. There is also a need for a 
connection between the center and the periphery; basically, you 
need someone with a very strong sense of activities in the cen- 
ter who can relay these to the periphery and the other way 
round. Therefore, as an international manager, you should 
never be too long on either side but balance your activities and 
positions between the periphery (foreign operation) and the 
center." 

 
The latter point very much corresponds to Job’s own career where he 
had fluctuated between going on three-year assignments and coming 
back to headquarters. 
 

The difference between traditional managers and the ‘new’ 
international manager 
 

“There is more stress on language now. Knowing the local lan- 
guage, even at its most basic, shows that there is some interest and 
commitment on the part of the manager. The international man- 
ager is no longer seen as ‘God’s gift to the world’. There is also a 
demystification in terms of understanding other cultures. Today, 
there is less interest in manners and more in attitudes. Whereas it 
is important to comply with some basic manners in cross-cultural 
meetings, more important is the attitude that conveys what one 
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wants and to come to the point. It is more important to have a pos- 
itive attitude, trust and commitment to the business partner than 
to observe the rules of when to use tu or vous in France.” 

 

Career planning 
 
Job did not have a career plan. After his studies in French and German 
at Oxford University, he chose journalism because he wanted to 
travel. He worked as a journalist for seven years and progressed into 
administration by chance. In his own words, he never had a clear 
career plan but followed the opportunities that came up. In his case, 
the editor needed an assistant and this is how he got into administra- 
tion and management. 

His own career, with stints as a journalist in Paris, New Delhi, 
Kuala Lumpur, Jakarta, Buenos Aires, Hong Kong as well as being 
regional manager in Asia Pacific, suggests that he is universally adapt- 
able. Job commented that he "never found anything repellent" and he 
obviously sustained a high level of interest and enthusiasm for foreign 
cultures. He added that he was lucky to focus on Asia and South 
America, which were both thriving economies and therefore interest- 
ing to do business in: 

“The problem is that if you don’t like a group of people, you are 
not going to be successful.” 

His most successful assignment was probably setting up in the Asia 
Pacific region, including Japan. At the time, he was based in Hong 
Kong and the company had good products that he was able to exploit. 
He also had an excellent team with a strong mix of country manage- 
ment and specialist knowledge. As he commented: 

“If resources are scarce and there is a grand-scale operation, 
people have to pull together and there is not a lot of internal nag- 
ging going on.” 
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Frequent international trips 
 
As Chief Executive of Reuters, Job undertakes about 19 trips a year, 
which means about every two weeks he takes a trip abroad, all over 
the world. The intellectual demands of switching to different cultures 
in a short amount of time are not a great problem for him because he 
has been to most places. Physically, he has also adapted quite well in 
dealing with the pressures of frequent international traveling. He 
thinks that air travel is much better these days, he takes a good airline, 
travels first class and simply sleeps. His trick is to work normal hours 
at the other end and he therefore gets used to the change in time 
zones very fast. 

“Reading about the history of the more important countries is a 
very good preparation. For example, if I wanted to know something 
on the topic of xenophobia in Russia, I would read how Russians 
have dealt with foreigners economically over several decades. Sim- 
ilarly, if I wanted to assess whether to make an investment in India, 
I have to understand something about the history and the politics 
in the last hundred years — the background to an overly bureau- 
cratic system. 

If you are heading a regional operation, you have to under- 
stand the dynamics in the region and how neighbors see each 
other. For example, to understand the situation in North Asia, one 
has to know something about Russia, Korea, China and Japan. 
The relationship with immediate neighbors is important to know, 
similar to how asking company A about its competitors gives some 
understanding of that company.” 

 

Comfort zones and comfort activities 
 

“In international work, one needs to withdraw and have some 
privacy: it is like eating a foreign breakfast. People are most vul- 
nerable at breakfast time and eating foreign breakfasts can be 
quite difficult. My worst breakfast was in Tibet, consisting of raw 
barley with buttermilk and sour tea. Nowadays I quite like eating 
a foreign breakfast and particularly enjoy the Japanese breakfast. 
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It is difficult to be immersed 24 hours a day in a foreign cul- 
ture and you need some refuge. In my case, it was getting out to 
sea when I was in Hong Kong. This counterbalanced the over- 
crowding and tremendous buzz of Hong Kong.” 

His family enjoyed the opportunities that the many international 
assignments brought. Looking back, his wife thinks that it is wonder- 
ful to have had such a varied life. The children enjoyed traveling but, 
now that they are back in Britain, are concentrating on discovering 
their own culture. 
 

Management literature 
 
Job’s first love is poetry rather than management literature: 

“This is partly due to the fact that American management liter- 
ature is so dominating and does not have much to say in terms of 
international business. However, my chairman sends me trend- 
setting articles which are important reading.” 

 

International managers in the year 2020 
 

“Travel will be less common and there will be much more use 
of videoconferencing. This will weaken the personal links with 
business partners and also the sense of what the customer mood 
is. If I want to know the customer’s mood, I have a meeting with 
the customer. However, this will probably happen less 
frequently. 

People will become less mobile: spouses will simply not give 
up their jobs, particularly if they have important jobs. If this is the 
case, then truly international companies will have to seek some 
people who want an international career and want to move 
around. They will have to offer them great promotional aspects 
and they particularly have to recruit where the customer base is. 
For example, if a firm in New York has a major customer base in 
Europe, it needs to recruit more Europeans. 
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Don’t believe any advice to stay in your own country and 
‘cultivate your own garden’, to use Voltaire’s expression; growth 
will come from another place and you will have to pursue your 
whole career with that attitude.” 

 

Commentary 
 

• Job gives strong warnings against underestimating others’ ability 
and the propensity to think negatively about other nations. There 
are probably two reasons for this: first, it is the ‘in group’ versus 
the ‘out group’ differentiation that makes us think negatively 
about people who do not belong to our group. Secondly, there is 
a personal element in downgrading others. Psychologists have 
shown that people with low self-esteem often try to enhance 
their esteem by looking down on others and by carrying out 
‘downward’ comparisons. This attitude not only puts you on a 
bad footing with potential business partners because of the lack 
of respect, but it also makes it impossible for you to learn more 
about the other culture and your counterpart may never disclose 
the information you need. 

• Attitudes are more important than manners. Consequently, 
training should focus much more on value systems and 
challenging personal attitudes than on simply teaching the most 
appropriate greeting style. Superficial cultural training is not 
sufficient. 

• Similar to negotiations, there is a time when the business deal is 
right. 

• ‘Making do’ with the resources and adapting like a chameleon are 
necessary. This again shows an essential criterion of international 
managers: to leave their baggage and expectations behind and try 
to work with the situation they find rather than the one they 
wish to find. 

• Getting the balance right between headquarters and periphery is 
also important. Again, this corresponds to intelligent career 
planning and the need to keep all parts informed, but possibly 
also the necessity to publicise one’s achievements sufficiently and 
‘to let headquarters know’. 
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• Videoconferencing and modern communications technology can 
be helpful in reducing the number of business trips, but do we 
lose the opportunity to gauge customer mood? Business meetings 
have to be carefully planned, for example consideration needs to 
be given to what type of meetings have to be face to face. 

 

Win Bischoff, Chairman, Schroders 
 
Educated at the University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg, obtained a BComm. 

Moved to New York to begin his career as a trainee with Chase Manhattan Bank and 

after two years joined J. Henry Schroder Wagg in London. In 1970 became Managing 

Director of Schroders & Chartered Ltd in Hong Kong. Returned to London with 

Schroders in 1983 and became Group Chief Executive a year later. A director of 

Schroders since 1983 and a director of J. Henry Schroder Wagg & Co since 1978. 

Chairman of Schroders plc since 1995. 

 

Who is successful in international business? 
 

“People who are most successful are those who don’t always think 
they are different; I have never thought of myself as different. The 
most important thing is to be yourself and to deal with people as you 
would always do. The challenge is really to make yourself not too 
different, you should not adapt to the extent that you make yourself 
forcibly too similar to the country you are operating in. The way 
you get there is to trust your instincts. You need to have a firm belief 
that the way you have been brought up gives you a sound base for 
judgment. There is a strong learning curve to get there. 

We already see a huge difference in the way companies 
employ international people, starting from graduate entries. The 
attitude of British businesspeople as well as Americans has 
changed — there is certainly a greater willingness to hire managers 
of other nationalities. For example, American managers are gen- 
erally considered as pretty good. 

Companies have to change their way of thinking — the 
thought process is expanding with the marketplace — it’s more 
international.” 
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Mergers and acquisitions 
 

“You have social architecture in any merger and acquisition 
whether it is mono-cultural or cross-cultural. One of the worst 
examples of cross-cultural mismanagement is when managers act 
against their stereotypes. This often upsets management situa- 
tions. For example, when British managers try to behave like 
Americans in the US — this often causes a sense of confusion.” 

Bischoff left his native Germany at the age of 14. To my question 
about how he sees his own national/international identity after having 
moved around so much, he commented: 

“Where the family is is where home is. When I lived in Hong 
Kong, home was there because of my family. I always suggest to 
my colleagues that they should see the foreign place they are 
working in as home. This is important, as it gives you a sense of 
belonging to a community and it also gets you involved in the local 
population much more. Since I have been living in Britain for 
about 15 years, I see myself as British.” 

 

International travel 
 

“I usually travel once a week, mainly to Europe, with eight to 
nine trips to the US and six to the Far East per year. I do not have 
any special advice for frequent travelers. It’s part of life. I wouldn’t 
give anyone advice, as I see flying and traveling as so essential to 
business nowadays that one has automatically to accept them as 
necessities. 

As to long-haul travel, different people do different things to 
cope with the physical demands. This ranges from eating nothing 
on the flight to having a special diet, etc. An international man- 
ager has to travel just as he has to learn how to manage others 
or fire people, which is painful. I have been lucky as I have 
always been excited by travel even as a young person and the 
excitement of travel never quite disappeared as I got older. It is 
certainly a question of attitude: a recent guest came straight from 
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a transatlantic flight (the red-eye express) to lunch with me. When 
I admired him for being able to do this at the age of 82, he cor- 
rected me and said: ‘You know I am 92 because you came to my 
90th birthday party, not my 80th.’” 

 

Mental preparation for international trips 
 

“If I know the language, for example German, I only read the 
language or discuss things in German on a trip to Germany. When 
I go to Italy, although I don’t speak the language very well, I read 
the brief in English and then somebody gives me the translation. 
In this way, I pick up some of the essential words and issues in the 
language and then can ‘switch on’ in the discussion if it slips into 
Italian. 

I am not sure whether I would see myself as a strong linguist, 
but if I know the subject well, such as finance, I can learn and 
understand relatively quickly. I obviously speak English and 
German as well as Dutch and Afrikaans and I understand some 
Flemish, some French and a little Italian. 

The way we prepare at Schroders is that we use our company 
resources very well: we always have briefing notes and discussions 
beforehand. I like to have a good idea about the strategy of the 
people I am meeting, their motivations and some knowledge of the 
country which I can use as a ‘warm-up’ conversation over 
lunch.” 

 

Recruitment 
 
What type of personality does he look for in recruits to his global 
management structure? 

“Sales personalities — obviously people also have to have man- 
agement ability. Most of us can just about manage our secretaries 
as we have never been trained in management. With global expan- 
sion and products operating across regions, there is a stronger 
focus on personal adaptation. However, I believe one should not be 
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overly adaptive. You have to have quite a firm attitude and be 
hard-headed in international business. If I have a mixed group of 
nine nationalities, I simply cannot adapt to all of those nationali- 
ties in a negotiation. I may, for example, agree with the Germans 
and the Americans but not necessarily with the Indonesians or 
Japanese. I have to weigh up whom I can upset or disagree with. 
One cannot be too relaxed in terms of adaptability but needs to 
take a clear direction.” 

 

Career planning 
 

“I have never had any career plan and in that sense I am an aber- 
ration. When I left school my father suggested that I should study 
economics and subsequently that I should go to law school in the 
US. My father also made the first banking contact for me at Chase 
Manhattan. When I came to London, I did not want to stay in nor- 
mal banking and had the idea of merchant banking, but in those 
days I did not even take the trouble to learn about companies when 
going for interviews. This is certainly something that has changed 
nowadays. 

When I went to Schroders in Hong Kong, I was asked by 
someone I respected to go out there. At that time, I did not plan to 
go for a longer-term assignment as I was happy in London, with 
frequent trips to the US which I thoroughly enjoyed. I initially 
planned to stay in Hong Kong for about two years and ended up 
staying for twelve years. 

As I have not managed my career consciously, I feel it is not 
right that I should give advice to others, but I would suggest the 
following: 

• It is important to have worked abroad, possibly for four to five 
years rather than just two to three. In my opinion, this longer 
time, particularly the last two years, gives you a real insight 
into the country or international business. 

• Ideally, start working internationally when you are married. In 
that way, you can share your experience with your spouse even 
though the spouse may have to align her/his career to your own." 
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When I asked which personality characteristics made him really 
successful at international level, Bischoff answered rather modestly: 

• Fortuitous timing 
• Right age 
• Company needing some new input. 

 

Adaptation in Asia 
 

“Overall, Asia was challenging because there was nothing when 
I started. It was a start-up operation but I would say I had a lot of 
luck. 

After two years of living there, you feel that you know every- 
body, after five years you know that you do not know anybody 
well. You understand the importance of long-term relationships in 
terms of the Asian culture and the importance of not moving 
around too much. Only after five years do you know the relevant 
people and politics and the intricacies of the Chinese culture. Chi- 
nese culture is characterized by hard work, valuing education, 
loyalty to your friends and a strong relationship orientation. The 
Chinese want other people to owe them more than they owe you, 
so that in times of emergency or crises they can call on you. 
Another important consideration in this culture is to leave a profit 
for the next person. If you want a long-term relationship, you have 
to make sure that the negotiating partner is winning something 
and makes some profit. Otherwise, there is no incentive for him to 
continue the business relationship. You have to leave something. 
This is sometimes hard as a short-term orientation but in the long 
term it is a much better strategy. 

In Asia, one also had to learn to understand that the family 
and family associations are very important and that there is a 
sense of obligation towards the extended family.” 
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The new international manager 
 

“The new international manager is better educated technically in 
terms of management, has had management training, worked in a 
range of jobs and traveled. Nowadays, the business philosophy is 
much more towards open markets as opposed to protected mar- 
kets. The American kind of open markets are paramount.” 

 

Management literature 
 

“I do not consciously go out and read management literature, but 
I have quite a number of colleagues with a Harvard background or 
people who read the strategic consultancy publications. We have a 
strong system of circulating relevant articles and I read about two 
to three management articles a week. There are about ten to 
twelve people who keep me abreast with new developments in this 
way.” 

 

Commentary 
 

• Win Bischoff’s preparation for foreign trips in terms of languages 
is interesting. As most international business is conducted in 
English, the typical international manager assumes that this is the 
language needed to ‘get by’. On most occasions this may be right. 
However, consider the advantage of having at least some 
understanding of a foreign language in picking up some of the 
key issues. Language skills can definitely give you an edge even if 
business is conducted in English. 

• Although Bischoff did not really plan his career, he is an example 
of what most successful people do: he has the ability to listen to 
advice from senior executives, particularly those who act as 
mentors. This trust in senior executives’ opinions as well as being 
flexible and taking on new tasks may still be a powerful 
combination in facilitating a career. 

• In Bischoff’s view, the ideal length of assignments is four to five 
years. This is an interesting point, particularly in view of the fact 
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that most companies try to shorten international assignments to 
two years or less. Together with the increase in short-term 
projects and short-term international work, this call for longer- 
term assignments is in direct contrast to most management 
practices. Yet it is obvious that to achieve a real understanding of 
a foreign culture or market, one needs more than a couple of 
months — particularly in more complex jobs (joint ventures etc.), 
one only really becomes effective after a year or two. 

• Adaptability should not be confused with lack of firmness in 
attitude and direction. Ultimately, success depends on 
international managers following a clear direction and being 
honest rather than on an extreme form of adaptation (as in 
changing one’s opinion to whatever the situation is). 

• Bischoff’s approach to international work and adaptation is 
notable in that he likes to play down cultural differences. His 
view that adaptation is relatively straightforward may be 
influenced by his first experience of it at a relatively young age. 
At the age of 14, he went with his father to South Africa, a 
country whose language he did not speak. His mother, brothers 
and sisters followed a year later. After this early experience, any 
other transitions would have been much easier. His father also 
may have been a strong role model, as he had an international 
career working for IBM in the USA before moving to South 
Africa. 
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Walter Hasselkus, former Chief Executive, Rover Group 
 
Read law at university in Germany. Worked as a management trainee at Osram before 

moving to BMW’s planning division. President of BMW (UK) from 1980 to 1984. Head 

of BMW in South Africa from 1984 to 1989. Returned to BMW in Germany and become 

Chief Executive of Rover Group Ltd in 1996. This interview was conducted before his 

resignation from Rover in December 1998. 

 

Challenges in international management 
 

“When I first came to the UK in 1980, my English was pretty bad 
but I had the attitude ‘let’s give it a shot’. Personally, I had a diffi- 
cult start: I did not know the UK, I did not know the automotive 
market in the UK and I did not know the language sufficiently. To 
sum it up, I did not have a clue. I would certainly advise any inter- 
national manager to have a better preparation. 

On this first assignment, I had to get my English up to speed 
and understand the intricacies of the country. One has to remem- 
ber that speaking English fluently does not equal a sound grasp of 
language. It is difficult to express oneself in a business meeting 
with the same eloquence as a native speaker. Germans may appear 
quite wooden, not just because of their style of communication but 
because of their command of English. As a consequence, they may 
come across as more direct and even ‘brutal’ than they intend. 
Even if your English is very good in a business context, you may 
not necessarily be able to translate this to other areas of your life. 
Although I am now used to speaking English in business situa- 
tions, I have difficulty expressing myself when I am at home talk- 
ing with an electrician about electrical circuits. 

Apart from the language, you have to understand the structure 
of the country. You also have to get rid of all preconceptions: you can- 
not come in with a ‘master plan’ and expect to implement it. The first 
thing to learn is to listen to others and this is not a particular strength 
at senior management level. It may be a good thing for top managers 
to sit down and listen instead of needing to know everything. 
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My first assignment was relatively straightforward as I was 
working in a subsidiary of the same company. The difficulty was 
that I was not sufficiently prepared personally in a way. The sec- 
ond assignment in South Africa was objectively much more diffi- 
cult: first, because of the political and social situation; secondly, 
because of the economic situation in South Africa at the time and 
the pressure to achieve a turnaround.” 

 

Career planning 
 

“I studied law in Germany because the only thing I knew was 
that I wanted to go into industry (and in Germany, law is a good 
basis for this). I did not have any special talents that would have 
given me a clearer direction. I had earlier considered becoming a 
teacher. Although I still think it is a very worthwhile occupation, 
I gave up the idea because I didn’t find the profession risky enough. 

I chose industry and started off as a trainee and for a while 
was the assistant to the chief executive. In this job, I learned a lot 
as I always took notes at board meetings, I knew all the influen- 
tial people and I was in a position to do something that every 
trainee should do: you have to get yourself noticed — you have to 
produce more than routine work and get senior management to 
take notice of it. I was there for about four years which was a lit- 
tle too long. I also saw a change of chief executive and the effect it 
had on people’s reactions to me, which was a great lesson in under- 
standing other people’s character. 

Because I did not have a technical background, my career 
options were to go into personnel, finance or sales and distribu- 
tion. I opted for the latter. If I can give some advice to younger 
executives, it is to get out of the larger structure and try to run a 
smaller subsidiary. This is what I did in Berlin. I was asked to stay 
there for five years to run a retail operation, but after a year and 
a half I was asked to take over the BMW job in the UK. 

BMW obviously had and still has a list of potential candi- 
dates for senior jobs. But even with the best succession planning, 
you cannot ignore personal relationships and whether the candi- 
dates has good relationships with senior people in the company. 
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The basic question you have to ask someone who is applying 
for an international assignment is: are you prepared to learn and 
at the same time give a clear direction as to where you want to go 
with the operation?” 

 

The difference between German and UK managers 
 

“The Germans are much more goal oriented and schedules and 
plans are worked through. They are very reliable. The British are 
much stronger in terms of creativity and style, which you can see 
in their design, marketing and advertising. My theory is that this 
is born out of social history: the arts and sciences have always had 
a much higher status than engineering in the UK. Therefore, in the 
UK you find sophisticated accountants. Another difference is that 
the British have a great ability to express themselves elegantly.” 

 

What characteristics made him successful? 
 

“I think the following characteristics helped me: 

• The ability to listen and to be empathic to others 
• Patience 
• Leadership — although the word leader (Führer) is not liked in 

Germany, leadership (Führung) is OK. When I was managing 
director of BMW South Africa, I had the advantage of knowing 
headquarters very well. At the same time, I had to protect the 
subsidiary from headquarters, i.e. I had to take a protective 
attitude towards the subsidiary. 

There is no straightforward recipe for being successful in inter- 
national business. Different managers have different styles — one 
has to be true to one’s own personality. Your management style 
shouldn’t be out of sync with your personality. My personal style 
is to be empathic, to listen and to show team orientation. You can 
still be tough without losing your credibility. Credibility is essen- 
tial. Part of this credibility is that if I expect sacrifices from my 
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employees, I also have to give them something when business is 
doing well and not restrict financial benefits to top management. 
I am not against making money for the individual, but I am 
against giving millions of pounds in share options to top 
executives. 

BMW has strong corporate values: good discipline, high 
integrity and a strong work ethic. Senior managers take their sta- 
tus as role models seriously. 

People have to know that the CEO works hardest. If the chief 
executive of Rover were to go to London three times a week to have 
lunch or drink gin and tonic at 2.30pm and be at the golf club at 
4.30pm, he would have no credibility.” 

 

Personal effects of international experience 
 

“Living abroad has been enormously important for me and has 
had a strong impact on my personality. It has expanded my hori- 
zons. I grew up in a small town in Germany; international work 
broadened my perspective enormously. I have also become more 
tolerant and my family’s life has been enriched. My children have 
become much more ‘open to the world’. Apart from the benefits it 
had on my career, it certainly had a lot of personal benefits. 

I think the first assignment has a strong impact on your per- 
sonality. In my case, I am very Anglophile — I like a lot of things 
about the British, particularly their understatement. But on the 
other hand, I also enjoyed my time in South Africa, particularly 
because it was in a very controversial environment. On the one 
hand, you are in a beautiful country, but on the other hand, you 
are confronted with strong political and social controversies. 

It can be difficult to go back to headquarters (or, as the Ger- 
mans call it, to the ‘mother house’). It may be hard to fit into the 
existing hierarchy and you also lose the material rewards and 
social status that are typically associated with foreign assign- 
ments, particularly as we experienced in South Africa.” 
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Developments at Rover 
 

“The ‘old’ Rover had a very strong culture, as influential as the 
culture of BMW. The new Rover is a completely new business. The 
only thing that is similar is that both organizations produce cars. 

My first challenge at Rover was to understand the firm. This 
was incredibly interesting, as the organizational culture was very 
different from BMW. At the time I joined Rover, the company was 
very insecure. It was going through something of an identity crisis 
because of the succession of different owners and CEOs (some- 
thing like 10 CEOs in 20 years). The task was obvious: to achieve 
synergy between Rover and BMW. 

Rover is highly employee oriented because of its strong his- 
tory of industrial relations. It has had enormous success in the 
area of industrial relations and can be seen as a model. There is 
no ‘hire and fire’ policy and, as a consequence, there is also a great 
deal of flexibility. 

The predominant values are a single-status company trying 
to reduce hierarchies, a learning company and high integrity. All 
of these are very positive characteristics for a company. However, 
in comparison with BMW, Rover is not as goal directed and not as 
‘punchy’. Let us take the example of goal setting. At Rover, we set 
our goals very high with the expectation that we will not quite hit 
them. If we hit 80 percent, that’s OK. This is completely unaccept- 
able to BMW. At BMW (maybe typical of a German organization), 
the goals are clearly defined and the expectation is that you reach 
these goals. Your goals may not be as high, but they are realistic. 

In a sense, my job is to act as a bridge between Rover and 
BMW. Our aim is obviously to take the best from both worlds. 

We are at quite a critical time at Rover. We have put a lot of 
investment into the company and have laid the foundations for 
tomorrow’s success. We have also worked on producing synergy 
between the companies. We can certainly see the costs of invest- 
ments and the question is whether we gain benefits quickly. In the 
Rover world, we oscillate between optimism and the apprehension 
of ‘will we achieve it this time?’. This is another example of cross- 
cultural differences. Because of BMW’s history of success, its man- 
agers do not really know the word ‘failure’, they don’t quite know 
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what you are talking about. Given Rover’s history, this is obviously 
part of the vocabulary and something that has to be considered. In 
this respect, we are at a sensitive point in time.” 

 

Commentary 
 

• Dr Hasselkus’s international career followed a logical progres- 
sion, from a clearly defined role in the UK in the 1980s to a 
more complex position in a turbulent South Africa to taking on 
the position of Chief Executive at Rover, which at the time may 
have been seen as a ‘sensitive’ appointment — a German chief 
executive coming into this very British group. 

• Hasselkus’s comment on the differences between Germany and 
Britain also shows the influence of social history: Germany’s 
development of highly qualified engineers and the training of 
accountants in the UK. Moreover, his definition of goals is inter- 
esting: how do you best motivate your taskforce and at the same 
time keep the subsidiary and headquarters happy? Compared to 
the British, Germans probably have a more pessimistic attitude 
and expectations in business. They seem to define goals that are 
moderate but achievable. In contrast, the UK may set unrealisti- 
cally high goals, with the expectation of 80 percent achievement. 
This difference may be related to the way the two nations deal 
with ambiguity. Whereas Germans want to know in ‘black and 
white’ what they are supposed to achieve, the British are not as 
certainty oriented and may be more flexible as a result. 

• The comment about international adaptation and management 
style raises the issue about whether international leaders are born 
or made. Hasselkus believes that there is no straightforward 
recipe for international success: different leaders are successful 
with different styles. What is important is that the management 
style fits your personality (and probably also the company for 
which you work). Your management style has to be consistent 
with your personality, otherwise you lose credibility and 
trustworthiness as a leader. 

• Even the most fluent English speakers may feel helpless in some 
situations in which their vocabulary is not as developed as in the 
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business environment. This makes them feel vulnerable and 
possibly somewhat humble. 

• Coming into a new foreign operation tests the ultimate ability of 
a successful international leader. There are conflicting demands 
and a need to juggle learning and setting some sort of direction at 
the same time, as well as satisfying both the subsidiary and 
headquarters. 

• Hasselkus has clear advice for young trainees: get yourself 
noticed by exceptional work and gain early management 
experience by running a small operation. 



 

 

9  
 
Managing International Managers 

Most companies are fully aware that an important factor in 
international expansion and competitiveness is the devel- 
opment of effective international managers. Yet many 
assignments are failures: managers don’t adapt overseas, families have 
problems with their new lifestyle, there are difficulties in negotiations 
and in joint ventures. How do organizations see their responsibilities 
towards their international managers and their families? How can 
they select and develop the right kind of managers and ensure their 
successful career development and repatriation? 

When I started working in this area, there was little information on 
representative human resource practices in international business. I 
decided to collect my own data and published a report on inter- 
national human resource practices in the UK and Germany in 1996. 
The main findings of this report are summarized here, as they reflect 
a best-practice approach to international assignments. 

Unfortunately, British and German companies currently do very 
little to help individuals and their families cope with international 
assignments. The survey looked at 92 internationally operating com- 
panies in each country. The majority of these companies sent employ- 
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ees to Europe and other continents. Very few companies (only 9.8 
percent of the total) restricted their international assignments to 
Europe. The average assignment length was three years. 

From a best-practice point of view, the aspects of international HR 
management detailed in Table 17 were of particular interest in the dif- 
ferent stages of an international assignment, and these were targeted 
in the survey. 

Table 17 Areas investigated in the survey 

Selection 

• What is the selection process? 
• What are the criteria for selection and do companies have a list of 

competencies for international assignments? 
• Do companies use psychological assessments to achieve an 

objective and comprehensive evaluation of adaptation skills? 
• Do they involve the spouse at selection stage and address dual- 

career issues? 

Preparation and training 

• Do companies offer ‘look-see’ visits? 
• Do they arrange language training? 
• Do they provide cross-cultural training? 

Ongoing support 

• What type of support is provided by headquarters or on location? 
• Do companies have a mentor system to facilitate international 

effectiveness and help with general career development? 

Repatriation 

• Do companies guarantee a job on return? 
 
Based on information from the 184 companies involved in the survey, 
the results found are listed in Table 18 (Marx, 1996b). 



Breaking Through Culture Shock 

 

186 

 

Table 18 Main results of international HR survey in UK and 
Germany 
 UK (%) Germany (%) 
Selection   
Systematic use of international competencies 20.1 15.6 
Systematic use of psychological testing 15.2 4.4 
Interview with spouse at selection stage 4.3 15.3 
Preparation and training   
Offer of look-see visits 67.0 59.3 
Offer of language training 85.0 91.0 
Offer of cultural training 44.4 44.6 
Ongoing support   
Provided by headquarters or on location 83.9 83.8 
Mentor system 21.3 28.9 
Repatriation   
Guaranteed job on return 35.6 88.8 

 

From these figures, we can see gaps at every stage of an international 
assignment process. The majority of companies seem to treat inter- 
national work as if their managers were working in their home country. 
 

Selection 
 
Most companies still base their selection decisions purely on techni- 
cal abilities and do not consider the individual’s ability to adapt to 
working abroad. Only a minority of companies have a clear set of cri- 
teria against which they evaluate the potential of their managers to be 
successful in international work. ‘Soft’ issues, such as cultural sensi- 
tivity, flexibility, adaptability and so on, are rarely evaluated at this 
stage and few companies use psychological assessments in relation to 
these international characteristics. 

Similarly, although the number of dual-career couples is on the 
increase and organizations noted this explicitly in my research, the 
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influence of spouse and family is largely ignored at the selection 
stage. 

However, there are moves towards more progressive practices in 
British and German companies. The following comments show some 
of the more effective approaches to selection: 

“Use of recently established list of competencies and development 
of psychological procedures to assess these competencies.” 

“Adaptability — assessing how a person will fit into the different 
cultures.” 

“We realized in the last year the need to get the spouse involved 
in the selection process, and intend to do so in the future.” 

 

Preparation and training 
 
Look-see visits and language training are offered by most companies 
— but not all. As one HR manager of an oil company reported: 

“We don’t offer look-see visits. If the manager knew where he was 
going, he would never take the job.” 

Cross-cultural training was offered by fewer than half of the inter- 
viewed companies. Managers often receive advice on tax, benefits or 
housing, but are not offered cross-cultural training. Some companies 
believe that it is sufficient to provide a country report as the sole 
means of preparation. On the positive side, there is a trend in many 
companies towards reviewing their training and preparation and iden- 
tifying effective modules of cross-cultural training. 

According to Brewster (1991), US companies use pre-departure 
training programs less frequently than do European and Japanese 
firms. This lack of cross-cultural training may contribute to the high 
expatriate failure rate of US managers, estimated at between 25 and 40 
percent. 

A research report on behalf of the European Commission, Euro- 
pean Expatriates in China, makes several recommendations for better 
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preparation. It suggests sending expatriates on short courses in China 
about six months after the posting starts to help overcome culture 
shock (Campbell, 1996). 
 

Ongoing support 
 
A mentor system is rarely used to help managers with their future 
career development. Although most companies commented that they 
provide ongoing support either through headquarters or on location, 
the type of support varies significantly: for some companies it is 
merely ‘the manager has our fax and telephone number’, whereas 
others favor close communication and will have a weekly exchange. 
Similarly, some companies are very clear in establishing the reporting 
lines and the number of expected contacts with headquarters, while 
others are fairly vague about their expectations. 
 

Repatriation 
 
There is an interesting cross-cultural difference in relation to repatri- 
ation. Whereas most UK companies are now not able to guarantee a 
position on return, the majority of German companies still do. How- 
ever, German companies probably have to guarantee jobs on return in 
order to attract employees for foreign assignments in the first place 
(compare the discussion in Chapter 3 on Germans’ dislike of ambi- 
guity and need for security). 
 

Main problems in international assignments 
 
The three most frequently reported problems in the UK were: 

Failure/performance problems/adaptation problems 

• "People not comfortable with integrating in different cultures." 
• "Some expatriates couldn’t settle overseas." 
• "Coming to grips with the culture." 
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Spouse 

• "Relocating to the USA where the spouse cannot work." 
• "Spouse not settling in." 

Repatriation 

• "Managing the expectations of returning secondees." 
• "Finding the right jobs on returning." 

 
In contrast, German companies reported the following major 
problems: 

Repatriation 

• "Loss of status." 
• "Readaptation to the hierarchical system in Germany." 
• "The family has to be ‘resocialized’ in relation to high 

expectations of standard of living and loss of salary." 

Spouse/family 

• "Professional activity of partner becomes a problem." 
• "Important to develop programs for partners." 
• "Family may not be adaptable." 

Compensation and benefits 

• "Problems with tax and social security." 
 

What the best companies do 
 
Before discussing the negative findings, let us look at two case exam- 
ples from Germany and the UK. These survey responses show what 
the more progressive companies do in managing their international 
managers. 

The German company gave the responses in Table 19 and the UK 
company those in Table 20. 
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Table 19 Survey responses from German company 
Number of employees abroad Over 300 
In what countries Worldwide 
When did you start to send employees 

abroad 
Since beginning of the 1950s 

What is the duration of an international 
assignment 

5 years, slightly shorter for 
younger people 

Selection methods  
Do you have a list of competencies for 

international work 
Yes 

Do you use psychological tests Yes, use of assessment center 
for 
international managers 

Is the family involved No 
Training  
Do you organize look-see visits Yes 
Do you organize language training Yes 
Do you organize intercultural training Yes 
Support  
Do you have a mentor system No 
Repatriation  
Do you guarantee a job Offer of career counseling 
What are the main problems Repatriation: the longer the 

international manager has 
been 
abroad, the more difficult the 
reintegration 

What are new developments in 
international HR 

More transnational exchange 
(i.e. 
full two-way exchange), more 
short-term international work 
as 
opposed to expatriation, more 
flexible and less formalized 
procedures 

What do you think are the characteristics 
of international managers 

Good listening ability, 
preparedness to learn, 
negotiation 
skills, helicopter view 
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Table 20 Survey responses from UK company 
Number of employees abroad Several thousand 
In what countries Worldwide 
What is the duration of an international 

assignment 
4 years, after which 60 percent 
go back to their own countries 
and 
as many as 40 percent go to other 
countries 

Selection methods  
Do you have a list of competencies for 

international work 
Not yet, but is presently being 
prepared 

Do you use psychological tests No 
Training  
Do you organize look-see visits On rare occasions 
Do you organize language training Yes, but often this is not taken 

up 
as in most countries you can get 
by 
without language 

Do you organize intercultural training If possible 
Support  
Type of ongoing support Support from local departments 
Do you have a mentor system No 
Repatriation  
Do you guarantee a job No, but the minimum is a 

redundancy payment 
What are the main problems Spouse’s career 
What are new developments in 

international HR 
Greater assistance to the spouse 
to find employment and stronger 
educational advice 
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What managers think 

 
When I interviewed a group of international managers about how 
they perceived their selection and training, the following trends were 
evident: 

Selection 

• In the majority of cases, organizations use relatively rough-and- 
ready selection methods. For example, 19 percent of the 
managers were not even interviewed but simply asked to go 
abroad. 

• One manager said that her selection was an act of desperation. 
She was selected because her organization had been trying for 
two years to fill the job. 

• In no cases were the family or partner included in the selection 
process: 

“It was mostly self-selection. Overseas assignments are seen as 
rewards by most companies. If you played the right company pol- 
itics, you got the job. This is particularly important when it comes 
to repatriation. The family situation was never considered in any 
of the selections I went through.” 

• In many cases, international managers were proactive and 
established contact with the foreign subsidiary beforehand. 

• Very few companies looked beyond technical ability and included 
psychological assessment to establish international adaptability. 

Training 

• 82 percent of the managers did not receive any preparation in 
terms of country briefing or cross-cultural training. Language 
training was rarely given. 

• Some managers were proactive in terms of carrying out their 
own research on the country. 
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Managers’ comments on training included the following: 

“I had no training at all. The idea was just to get on the plane 
and go.” 

“Our company has a very multinational workforce and therefore 
does not assume that particular training is necessary.” 

“None. I had to find my own place to live.” 

“From the UK end, they sent me to cross-cultural training which 
was useful for my wife but not for myself since I knew the French 
culture well. On the French side, there was no help even in finding 
the house. In France, they had not had an expatriate before and 
there was a big cost argument about the case. The French felt they 
were imposed upon. This situation was entirely different from 
Singapore, where there were many more expatriates.” 

“I had an extended three-month preparation phase. This training 
consisted of country briefing, learning a new method for the plan- 
ning of projects, communication skills, particularly in the cross- 
cultural area, language training, consulting techniques and a 
short computer training.” 

“I was given a two-and-a-half day country briefing/cross- 
cultural training organized by an American company. This was a 
company that was founded by expatriates. They offer an orienta- 
tion to understand cultural values and different perspectives. 
What I found particularly useful was a panel discussion with cou- 
ples who had been abroad and covering such issues as having chil- 
dren overseas and the aspects of moving. Before this orientation, 
my wife did not seem so confident about the move. The briefing 
provided something like a stronger comfort level for both of us.” 

This predominantly depressing picture is unfortunately repeated 
when considering the type of support managers received during the 
assignment. Approximately half of the international managers sur- 
veyed did not have sufficient support either from headquarters or 
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from the foreign subsidiary. These findings suggest that managers 
have to take a proactive approach in order to ensure that they receive 
sufficient training and support in their international work. 

However, don’t automatically adopt a negative view of your own 
company. I have met many international managers who had (objec- 
tively) good support but were still negative about the support they 
received. Often managers expect too much from their organizations 
and are not sufficiently proactive. My advice is to ask for what you 
want! 

Companies want you to succeed in your international work and 
they will therefore give you reasonable support and preparation if they 
believe that this will help you, and if you have a convincing negotia- 
tion style. Even companies that have relatively fixed expatriate policies 
seem flexible enough to accommodate individual requirements. 
 

Meeting managers’ expectations 
 
One study of 85 expatriates of 12 nationalities working in 25 different 
countries is a good illustration of the need for organizations to under- 
stand and meet their managers’ expectations (Van Ruitenbeek, Man- 
chester School of Management, UMIST, 1998). The study 
investigated the factors that would affect expatriates’ motivation to 
perform and stay with the company. The findings show that work 
adjustment, living adjustment and family adjustment are closely 
related. Moreover, job satisfaction is positively related to perceived 
organizational support and satisfaction with local living conditions. A 
neglect of the ‘softer’ factors — including support in terms of living 
conditions and family — may negatively affect the degree of work 
adjustment and therefore performance. 

What do managers expect and value in their expatriate package? 
Expatriates in Van Ruitenbeek’s study claimed that the factors listed in 
Table 21 were most important in relation to their finances, job sup- 
port and family support. 
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Table 21 Important factors in the expatriate package 
Financial aspects Job support Family support 
Medical insurance Clear objectives Orientation visit 

(pre-departure) 
Removal costs Face-to-face briefing  
Relocation allowance Written information Cross-cultural 

training 
Housing allowance Cross-cultural training Orientation to local 

community 
Travel and subsistence 

allowance 
  

  Home leave 
  Help with 

repatriation 
 

A manager would be off to a productive start in an international 
assignment if these conditions were agreed to and met. 
 

Recommendations for best practice 
 

Defining international competencies 
 
As with any managerial competencies, companies have to decide how 
much time and effort they want to spend on defining international 
competencies. Whereas it is essential for competencies to be related to 
the business strategy (that is, specifying the type of manager the 
organization needs to implement the strategy), I would not recom- 
mend spending too much time on their definition. Many organiza- 
tions expend a vast amount of resources on refining their competency 
framework, only to find that the competencies are already outdated by 
the time they have been finalized. A more economical approach is to 
look at generic competencies that are important in international man- 
agement and to add specific ones that may reflect your particular busi- 
ness strategy. 

In my own assessments of international managers, I often use the 
criteria in Table 22, defined on the basis of the existing management 
literature and my practical experience. 
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Table 22 International competencies 

Sensitivity to different cultures 
• Open approach to other cultures 
• Cultural awareness and sensitivity 
• Interest in international business 

Adaptability to new situations 
• Ability to cope with unstructured and ambiguous situations 
• Flexibility in thinking 
• Communication and relationship skills 
• Language skills and aptitude for learning new languages 

People orientation 
• Empathic behavior 
• Interpersonal sensitivity and listening skills 
• Assertiveness 
• Ability to work in international teams 
• Negotiation skills 
• Leadership style 

Stress resistance 
• Self-confidence 
• Effective coping style 

Self-reliance 
• Ability to make decisions and to operate independently 

 
What do organizations look for in their future leaders? From my 
research in the top 200 UK companies, it seems that most organiza- 
tions still focus on the classic senior management competencies (such 
as management style, flexibility, responsibility and business skills), but 
do not include international competencies, despite their global oper- 
ations (Marx and Demby, 1998). More progressive companies use 
competencies such as multicultural awareness, risk management, net- 
working, customer focus and management of information systems. 
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Attracting the right candidate 
 
As for all new jobs, organizations need to offer a realistic outline of the 
position. Recruitment advertisements should therefore be carefully 
phrased in order to attract the right type of candidate and set the cor- 
rect expectations. This could be a particular problem when seeking 
candidates for so-called hardship or more difficult places. Putting too 
many palm trees into a job advertisement for the Middle East, for 
example, does not project a realistic image of the job or the location — 
it is not a holiday destination but a place that can be seen as restrictive 
by western standards. Michael Pert, HR Manager of Savola (Saudi 
Arabia), commented: 

“The Middle East is not the most attractive place to go to as far 
as international assignments are concerned. Culture and religion 
are inextricably linked and therefore one has to address the fear 
and apprehension that western candidates may experience. Most 
recruiters use highly attractive advertisements but they also have 
to be realistic. One has to point out the positives as people don’t 
just wake up one morning and think: ‘I want to go to Saudi Ara- 
bia’. However, one also has to be careful not to attract the salary 
hunters but to get people who want to have an international 
career, who are keen to learn something new and are not purely 
salary driven.” 

Savola succeeds in attracting international talent by advertising its fast 
growth and progressive management cultures, a real fusion of the latest 
western management techniques and Islamic/Middle Eastern values. 

Although the traditional hardship places with their lack of infra- 
structure and social isolation may be disappearing, we seem to be con- 
fronted with a new type of hardship place that requires a special, 
frontier type of manager: low-security countries with a high risk of 
abduction and kidnapping. The abduction of international executives 
is on the increase; it is estimated that the number of kidnappings 
worldwide has doubled in the last few years. 

The worst zones are Latin America, Russia and the Common- 
wealth of Independent States. International organizations nowadays 
often take out insurance policies against kidnapping. 
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Assessing international adaptability 
 
Most companies look for a ‘magic’ assessment tool (ideally a 10- 
minute questionnaire) to evaluate international adaptability, but this 
will not provide a reliable and valid assessment. Because of the com- 
plexity of international work, it is unlikely that one questionnaire, 
particularly a short one, will give you answers to the complex ques- 
tion of how a manager will adapt and perform at an international 
level. To answer this question, more in-depth procedures are needed. 
 

Assessment centers at graduate entry 
 
More and more organizations now include situational exercises with 
a cross-cultural content in their assessment centers if they want to 
select graduates for an international career. Typically, these assessment 
centers are developed by external consultants with experience in this 
area. 

Internationally oriented assessment centers are also used at a more 
senior level in the context of development centers. These try to iden- 
tify the development needs of managers, attention to which will ulti- 
mately help them progress to senior management. The results are 
used for personal and career development. As part of the international 
expansion of many organizations, an international component, simi- 
lar to assessment centers for graduates, is often included. 
 

Structured interviews and self-selection 
 
As a first step, it makes sense to conduct structured interviews to 
identify managers who are mobile and have a positive attitude towards 
an international assignment. There are ways to help managers to self- 
select and to decide themselves whether they really want to work 
internationally, whether on long-term or short-term assignments. For 
example, Employment Conditions Abroad (ECA) has developed a 
computerized system to help managers consider all the aspects of tak- 
ing on an international assignment. 
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Psychological assessment of international potential 
 
An in-depth psychological assessment of international potential does 
not rely on a single questionnaire but consists of different methods. 
Many organizations only have one person who is technically capable 
of a particular assignment and therefore feel that no selection issues 
are involved. However, in such situations I would still suggest that a 
risk assessment be carried out. Organizations need to know how 
likely it is that person will succeed, what their risk areas are, what 
development needs the manager should target and what type of sup- 
port the organization should ideally provide. Different countries 
show different attitudes to using psychological assessment, particu- 
larly at a senior level. Whereas psychological assessment is frequently 
used at senior level in the UK, for example, it is less frequent in the 
USA, France and Germany. However, even in these latter countries, 
interest in these methods is increasing, probably as a consequence of 
the internationalization of HR. 

Psychological assessments are not interpreted in isolation from 
other job factors. The results of a psychological assessment have to be 
interpreted in the context of the type of job and the culture, the orga- 
nizational support provided and the family factors. An interview with 
the spouse is often carried out to complement the manager’s 
assessment. 
 

Psychological assessment of foreign nationals 
 
The internationalization of business increases the number of occa- 
sions when candidates of different nationalities are being considered 
for the same job. 

Imagine you are an American manager interviewing a French can- 
didate for your company in Boston. The French candidate speaks 
excellent English and soon you are discussing and testing his technical 
skills. Despite a great deal of common ground, you find it difficult to 
gauge the candidate: his choice of words is non-American, his pres- 
entation style and non-verbal behavior do not make instant sense and, 
at the end, you still have no idea of what type of person he is and 
whether he would fit into your company. 
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It is hard to evaluate foreign nationals in a job interview because 
our usual, cultural-specific anchors and terms of reference do not 
apply. In this situation, psychological assessment can be extremely 
useful in complementing the traditional interview process, because it 
provides objective terms of reference. 

International companies often assume that foreign nationals who 
speak good English should be able to undergo the normal assessment 
process in that language. This is a serious mistake. It not only disad- 
vantages non-native English speakers in terms of ability tests, but also 
in terms of the personality characteristics that you are trying to assess. 

Ideally, you should administer tests in the candidate’s native lan- 
guage. Apart from specific testing techniques, you have to consider 
how familiar candidates are with assessment procedures in general. In 
some cultures, assessments for selection or development are simply 
not acceptable and therefore their use will not make sense to the man- 
agers involved. Multinationals find it difficult to introduce assessment 
concepts in cultures such as the Middle East, where individual com- 
petitiveness is discouraged by the collectivism of the culture. In other 
cultures, managers will not understand why they have to comply with 
the time limit of the ability tests. 

Also, psychological constructs and characteristics are not the same in 
all cultures, that is, they are not universally valid. For example, emo- 
tional states are expressed in different ways. Depression is related to 
negative affects and thinking in western cultures, whereas in traditional 
Chinese society it is more likely to be expressed in terms of physical 
symptoms; this may change as China becomes more westernized. 

A few rules of thumb may lead to a fairer assessment of foreign 
nationals: 

• Find out whether assessment is used in the culture concerned. 
If not, give candidates a thorough introduction to the process 
before the assessment day. 

• Carry out the assessment in the candidate’s native language. If 
this is not feasible because there are no existing tests, use tests in 
English if the candidate is sufficiently fluent (but apply statistical 
corrections for the fact that English is not the mother tongue). 

• Compare the candidate’s scores with the norms for the relevant 
country. 
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Dual-career issues and children’s education 
 
Although the existence of a spouse with a career crucially affects a 
manager’s future mobility, very few organizations address this issue at 
the moment. As a minimum, I would recommend conducting an 
interview with the spouse before the assignment. Managers and their 
spouses often give different accounts of the family situation. Inter- 
views with the spouse will show how positive they are about the 
forthcoming assignment, how supportive they are and, if there are 
two careers involved, what can be done to help the spouse. As 
described before, how well the spouse adapts is a significant factor in 
the success of an international assignment. 

As outlined in Chapter 6, Shell International has a progressive sup- 
port program in place. This combines financial support if the spouse 
wants to take further training with a comprehensive advisory service 
for families (medical advice, housing, schooling, etc.). 

Some organizations think that one way of dealing with the dual- 
career issue is to reimburse the couple for the loss of the partner’s 
income if they cannot work abroad. Often, however, it is not to do 
with finance, but rather a personal or lifestyle problem if the spouse 
cannot work. In such situations, it makes more sense to help the 
spouse find a suitable position abroad or offer them some external 
career counseling regarding what they are able to do and how this 
could fit in with their overall career. 

Similarly, school facilities for children should be checked with 
relocation companies to facilitate the family’s international mobility. 
Although most American expatriates may want to send their children 
to US or international schools, for example, there is also a trend 
towards sending children to local schools to give them maximum 
exposure to the new culture and improve their language skills. 
 

Effective cross-cultural preparation 
 
Companies currently prepare international managers in three ways 
(see Table 23). Ideally, all three should be combined, particularly for 
significant positions such as senior roles in joint ventures or setting up 
operations in a new country. 
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Table 23 Types of cross-cultural preparation 
Minimum preparation Country briefing 
Intermediate preparation Standard cross-cultural training 

(as in 
group training programs) 

In-depth preparation Individual coaching 
 

Country briefings give an overview of conditions and can either be 
delivered through short group programs or simply by doing back- 
ground reading. 

Country briefing documents cover essential, up-to-date informa- 
tion and give a fast orientation. For example, the ECA’s Lifestyle Guide 
to Libya covers the following sections: 

• The territory 
• The people 
• The state 
• The economy 
• Money 
• Services 
• Time and leisure 
• Housing 
• Education 
• Health and hygiene 
• Clothing 
• Shopping 
• Food and drink 
• Travel and hotels 
• Immigration procedures and customs formalities 
• Home-country rights and duties 
• Addresses and information sources. 

 
Country briefing reports are available from different organizations, of 
which ECA is one. There are also various books on living and work- 
ing in particular countries. Some organizations, such as Cable & 
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Wireless, have developed their own briefing documents for the 43 
countries in which they operate. Another type of international brief- 
ing that is consistently underused is companies’ own informal net- 
work of returning employees. 

Standard cross-cultural training is often given in the form of group 
programs, dealing with the history and social background of the 
country, particular customs, the business culture, social behavior, style 
of business negotiations, etc. These can be very effective programs, 
lasting anything from one day to several days. 

Cross-cultural training programs are offered by a variety of organ- 
izations. In the UK, the Centre for International Briefing at Farnham 
Castle is one of the main organizers. Courses offered include: 

• Four-day pre-departure courses for Africa, Asia, the Middle East, 
Latin America, the Caribbean and the Pacific islands. 

• Two-day pre-departure courses for North America, eastern and 
western Europe. 

• Two-day post-arrival courses for the UK. 
• Special briefings on demand, normally two to three days, 

designed to meet the particular needs of organizations or 
individuals at short notice. 

 
Courses include lectures and discussions on politics, economics, 
culture, language, doing business internationally, social con- 
straints, customs and leisure. Spouses/partners are encouraged to 
participate. 

A four-day course on South East Asia and the Far East includes the 
following components: 

• Country focus/people and society 
• Introduction to the language 
• ‘The other half’ — situation of the spouse/partner 
• Doing business in country X 
• Finance for the UK expatriate 
• Working and living in country X 
• Cross-cultural communication skills 
• Family life 
• Health and hygiene in a warm climate 
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• Religion 
• Adapting to a new environment. 

 
In Germany, the Interkulturelles Training Center in Bad Honnef 
offers preparation programs, and in the Netherlands the Center for 
International Business Studies (CIBS), headed by Fons Trompenaars 
and based in Amstelveen, offers specific training in business-related 
topics. Programs include business briefings, seminars, workshops and 
specialized business topics such as: 

• Cultural awareness 
• Negotiating skills across cultures 
• Managing across cultures 
• Intercultural communication and teamwork 
• Organizational culture and effectiveness 
• Cultural aspects of mergers and acquisitions. 

 
Courses are individually tailored to specific organizations. 

The aims of all of these standard group programs are the 
following: 

• To learn about the politics, economics and working environment 
of the destination country 

• To understand local business practices/attitudes and the culture of 
the host country 

• To learn how local colleagues will perceive the international 
manager and their expectations 

• To develop an understanding of how to cope in a new 
environment 

• To learn about living conditions (including schools, health and 
leisure facilities). 

 
What group programs cannot easily target is a better understanding of 
yourself (of your own characteristics, preferences, attitudes, values, 
etc.). But a strong knowledge of yourself and your attitudes is surely 
a prerequisite for understanding other people and different cultures. 

This is addressed in individual coaching. These sessions focus on 
the cross-cultural manager’s personality and style and the particular 
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position. This preparation is primarily used for senior executives. It 
can also be helpful in preparing for negotiations as well as for work- 
ing internationally from a home base (as the example of such a pro- 
gram in Chapter 7 showed). 

A new form of intercultural training has been created in Germany 
that uses a CD-ROM, called the Delta Concept. Developed at the 
University of Duisburg in conjunction with other organizations, this 
interactive approach offers training in three areas in international 
business and management: 

• Intercultural business communication 
• Business negotiation 
• Language skills for negotiating in English. 

 
The Delta Concept is a self-study program and centers on a simulated 
negotiation between businesspeople from Germany, the UK and 
Spain. It is flexible and combines language training with training in 
business negotiation. The CD-ROM can be adapted to the user’s 
own learning program and the most important issues for them. Alter- 
natively, it is possible to learn more about negotiation and language 
skills and test your understanding of different cultural norms. For 
busy international managers who would like to improve their lan- 
guage skills as well as understanding these European business cul- 
tures, this is an interesting training method. 
 

Getting the package right 
 
Salaries and packages can be contentious issues. Compensation, tax 
and benefits for international assignments are becoming increasingly 
complex and organizations typically use external consultancy advice 
to get these right. There may also be pressure from managers to 
obtain the best package and benefits. 

External consultancies such as ORC in the USA or Employment 
Conditions Abroad in the UK offer specialist services to help with 
salary issues. The international accountancy firms, such as Arthur 
Andersen, KPMG and Ernst & Young, have specialist services that 
advise on tax and international assignments. However, there are still 
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many inconsistencies in international assignment packages and there 
is a particular need for more constructive tax advice. 

At the same time, organizations have to be aware of ‘salary hunters’ 
in eastern Europe and the Middle East. Outsiders often suspect a cer- 
tain arbitrariness in salary negotiations for international assignments 
and companies have to be careful not to apply an extremely individu- 
alist approach to salaries and benefits. 
 

International career development 
 
In the past, organizations have tried to attract and retain international 
managers by offering substantial packages. However, most organiza- 
tions now try to equalize salaries between international and local man- 
agers and abolish expatriate status wherever possible. This is the right 
direction in terms of developing effective international teams, but it 
can make it difficult to attract, motivate and retain the right people. 

As my work has shown, many of the UK’s top 200 companies have 
recognized that executives are motivated by factors beyond remuner- 
ation. Personnel managers in large organizations know that their sen- 
ior executives are looking for stimulating and challenging work and so 
understand that personal and career development are highly rated, as 
are international assignments. Senior managers seem to rate opportu- 
nities that the company can offer (such as personal development, 
international experience and job challenge) more highly than job 
security and remuneration. Organizations will need to develop more 
creative ways to motivate and retain their best managers (Marx and 
Demby, 1998). 

In a typical three-year assignment, managers spend the first year 
finding their feet, in the second year they will perform at full speed, 
and in the third year they start to wind down as they are concerned 
with repatriation. In order to improve efficiency in the third year, it is 
in the organization’s interest to help the manager concentrate on the 
job, either by guaranteeing a post on return or by offering a buffer 
period of a couple of months with full/reduced pay. Ideally, the organ- 
ization should discuss career options once a year. One year before 
repatriation, a thorough career-counseling session should be under- 
taken. If the organization is not able to guarantee a job on return, it 
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should arrange career counseling or an outplacement service for the 
returnee. 

Large international companies sometimes have their own career- 
development unit. Cable & Wireless has a careers center in London 
that has background information on employers within the UK, use- 
ful organizations, networking activities, etc. Apart from being a library 
on career-related issues, the center employs external career consult- 
ants to help the company’s managers. 

There needs to be a balance between organizational support and 
encouraging managers to be proactive and take risks. Some organiza- 
tions address this explicitly, as one senior executive illustrated when he 
compared international work to white water rafting! He only wanted 
to employ managers who were prepared to join a project that was not 
well structured and could have a variety of outcomes. This organiza- 
tion wanted to attract more entrepreneurial people who were able to 
take risks, not those who needed to feel secure at all times. 

Some organizations believe that international managers are 
overly pampered, compared to some decades ago when "expatriates 
were sent out with no support and sometimes even had to build 
their own accommodation, they had to live in tents until they were 
able to build accommodation", as one manager in the oil industry 
commented. 
 

Improving retention rates after international assignments 
 
Many international managers leave the company after finishing an 
assignment. Sometimes this is because the company is not able to 
offer an appropriate job, but at other times it is because the returnee 
has been ‘parked’ in an inappropriate assignment or on extended proj- 
ect work. Many companies do not realize that successful international 
assignments represent a two-step climb in a manager’s career. It is dif- 
ficult and challenging to be effective in your own country, even more 
so in an alien culture. 

The company has to match the expectations of the returning 
employee with available job opportunities. Companies are becoming 
concerned that they may lose their best international managers to 
their competitors if they do not manage returnees effectively. 
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Karen-Eve Pfotzer of Cable & Wireless listed the following reten- 
tion tools, both during and after an assignment: 

• Generous expatriate package 
• Bonus plans and share options 
• Employment ‘insurance policy’ 
• Global tax and financial coaching support 
• Excellent medical care and support 
• Strong expatriate network 
• Educational assistance for children 
• Rest and relaxation travel funds 
• Strong communication links via internal newsletters and 

international job adverts 
• Management development courses 
• Cultural briefings 
• Family support 
• Strong succession planning for the top 300 managers 
• Career counseling and management 
• Special courses at Cable & Wireless College 
• HR support from six months before the assignment ends 
• Redeployment ‘grace period’ of 12 weeks 
• HR contact throughout redeployment 
• Availability of external counsellors. 

 
How does your organization match up to these recommendations? 



 

 

10  
 
Are You an Effective International Manager? 

The aim of this chapter is to help you reflect on some of the issues 
that are important for success in international work. It does not mat- 
ter if you are just about to embark on an assignment, if you have 
recently returned from a spell abroad or if you are in the middle of 
one. It is also applicable to those working in international teams and 
with multinational business partners. 

The exercise gives insight into how easy it is for you to be suc- 
cessful, how much you will enjoy international work and what areas 
you may have to be careful about or may have to develop. A discus- 
sion of some of the factors at the end of the chapter will help you eval- 
uate your responses, but for now, I suggest you run through all of the 
questions and write down your answers in the spaces provided. 
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Motivation 
 
Describe your main motivation for international work. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
How much is your motivation determined by: 
 

• Opportunity to take a major career step and accept more 
responsibility 

• Desire to learn something new 
• Wish to progress fast in my career 
• Excitement of living abroad 
• Opportunity for spouse and family 
• Wish to become more international, i.e. more culturally aware 

and socially skilled 
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• Enjoying a more comfortable lifestyle 
• The company insisting/forcing me to go 
• Wanting to make large amounts of money (as the prime reason) 
• Saving a rocky relationship with spouse/partner by having a 

change of environment 
• Escaping a difficult work situation in home country (e.g. 

company restructuring, power struggles, personality clashes) 
• Wanting to show the ‘locals’ in X how to run a business 
• Not really interested in international work but see it as an 

absolute must if I want to get ahead 
• Getting out of a rut 
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Expectations 
 
What do you think are the main differences in working and/or living 
in X, compared to your home country? (Try to think of several.) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What will you miss most and how can you compensate for it? 
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What would be the advantages of your going to X and what would be 
the disadvantages? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What would be the ideal scenario for your move to X? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What would be the worst scenario? 
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How can you achieve the ideal scenario? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
How can you prevent the worst scenario? 
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Personality 
 
It is impossible to assess personality characteristics in a reliable way 
with a few questions. Nevertheless, it may be useful to consider the 
following dimensions yourself and check your view with your man- 
ager, boss or spouse in order to ‘get a feel’ for your personality. The 
following areas are those most often assessed in relation to inter- 
national assignments. 
 

Sensitivity to different cultures 
 
How much interest in foreign cultures have you shown in the past? 

• Foreign travel? 
• Books and reading? 
• Foreign friends? 
• Interest in international business? 

 
How much knowledge do you have about different cultures? 

• In-depth knowledge of which cultures? 
• Superficial knowledge of which cultures? 

 
How would you gauge your tolerance level? 

• In which situations have you shown a lot of tolerance? 
• In which situations have you shown very little tolerance? 
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Adaptability to new situations 
 
How do you generally react in unpredictable/ambiguous situations? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
How flexible (e.g. different approaches, changing procedures, modi- 
fying schedules) do you consider yourself to be? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What languages do you speak? (well/moderately/basic) 
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Communication/relationship skills/people orientation 
 
How would you describe your interpersonal style? Are you assertive, 
quiet, dominant? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Are you more introvert or extravert? Would you rather spend time by 
yourself or socializing with others? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Are you shy/reserved or more adventurous in unfamiliar social situa- 
tions? How easy do you find it to make contact with new people? 



Breaking Through Culture Shock 

 

218 

How easy is it for you to be empathic and understand others? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What is your management style and how easy is it for you to adapt 
your style? Are you autocratic/directive or more team oriented and 
democratic? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What do you think is the impact on others of your current inter- 
personal and working style? 
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Ability to deal with stress 
 
Have you had any stress-related problems in the past and what have 
you done about them? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
How do you react under pressure? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
How easy is it for you to deal with a large number of changes? Think 
about comparable changes in the past (like moving house, changing 
jobs etc.). 
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Self-reliance 
 
Make a list of situations in the past where you have shown the ability 
to make decisions independently and exhibited self-reliance, particu- 
larly under adverse circumstances. 
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Evaluation of the self-assessment 
 

Motivation 
 
Motivation can be both positive and negative. Your motivation 
influences the way you adapt internationally. Positive motivation 
means curiosity about the new culture, excitement at working abroad, 
wanting a new challenge, the urge to become more global. Negative 
motivation occurs where we want to make more money and nothing 
else, or where we want to escape a difficult situation. The latter are 
clearly scenarios that are not ideal for taking on an international 
assignment and there is evidence that negative motivation and failure 
go hand in hand. 
 

Expectations 
 
Look back at your expectations in an objective way. Consider whether 
they are specific enough, whether you have thought sufficiently about 
what it will be like to live and work in the new place, how much you 
depend on the comforts of your own country and whether you have 
given enough consideration to the advantages and disadvantages of 
taking on the assignment, both for yourself and your family. 
 

Personality 
 

• If your answers show that your sensitivity to different cultures may 
not be very high, do more reading, try to meet nationals of that 
country and find out about its history, politics and management 
style. 
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• If you come to the conclusion that you do not deal well with 
unpredictable and ambiguous situations, and that those situations 
make you very edgy, you may seriously consider not taking on a 
long-term international assignment, but start with short-term 
projects. Alternatively, think of ways of reducing your reaction to 
stress in such situations (learning to accept that not everything 
can be 100 percent planned and that intercultural situations are 
not clear cut). 

• If you have been described as inflexible in relation to schedules and 
procedures and you are going to a place where schedules and 
deadlines are handled differently to what you are used to, it is 
important to think about how you can relax from a highly 
schedule-driven approach. How can you encourage yourself to 
be more flexible? 

• Learning even the basics of the language of the country in which 
you will be living can give you different insights into the society 
and help you achieve rapport faster with your host-country 
nationals. In addition, when you are using your own language, be 
careful not to use too many idioms and consider the relevance of 
your sense of humor. 

• If you are shy and reserved, how can you establish social contacts, 
particularly in a business setting? In many cultures, business and 
social relationships are intertwined. The trick is to develop a style 
that is comfortable for you but also effective in business and 
social relationships. 

• If you are not sure about your management style and how you 
appear to other people, ask your colleagues or your boss. Get a 
clear idea of what you do before inflicting it on foreign 
colleagues! 

• If you have had stress-related problems in the past, it is best to talk 
to 
an expert about stress-management techniques and how you can 
reduce the stresses that usually come with international 
assignments. 
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• People have varying degrees of self-reliance: some love the 
opportunity to be highly independent and not having to report 
back to headquarters too often, whereas others are positively 
frightened by the idea. On whatever end of the scale you find 
yourself, it is useful to think about whether you can deal with the 
independence inherent in international assignments and how you 
will establish rapport with headquarters. If you are not very self- 
reliant but you still want to go and the company still wants to 
send you, how can you set up a network that will help make you 
feel more comfortable? 
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