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An Overview of Business Etiquette

Business success is 10% what happens to you and 90%
how you treat it.

iydey)

— Liu Baiyu

Objectives
After you have finished this chapter, you should be able to:

» know the importance of business etiquette
» familiar with basic etiquette rules

D learn how to be successful in terms of etiquette
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I I On Etiquette

"1 "he word “etiquette” originated in France during the 1600s and 1700s. It

used to mean “keep off the grass” in French. Louis XIV’s gardener noticed
that the aristocrats were walking through the King'’s garden, so he put up signs,
to ward them off. However, the dukes and duchesses still walked right past
these signs. Due to this blatant disregard, the King of Versailles decreed that
no individual was to go beyond the bounds of the etiquette. The Meaning of
etiquette would later include the ticket to a court that listed the rules on where
a person would stand and what was to be done. This code of proper social be-
havior was eventually adopted by the upper classes throughout the western
world.

Generally speaking, etiquette is more than knowing which fork to use for
the salad. It boils down to kindness, courtesy and respect. All interpersonal
relationships are guided by widely accepted rules of what is and is not appro-
priate behavior. Etiquette, courtesy and good manners are simply methods of
polishing self-conduct to obtain positive results.

Business etiquettes are the expected behaviors and expectations for in-
dividual actions within society, group, or class. Within a place of business, it
involves treating coworkers and employer with respect and courtesy in a way

that creates a pleasant work environment for everyone.

Etiquette to society is what apparel is to the individual. Without apparel
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men would go in shameful nudity which would surely lead to the corruption of
morals; and without etiquette society would be in a pitiable state and the nec-
essary intercourse between its members would be interfered with by needless
offences and troubles. If society were a train, the etiquette would be the rails
along which only the train could rumble forth; if society were a state coach,
the etiquette would be the wheels and axis, on which only the coach could roll
forward. The lack of proprieties would make the most intimate friends turn
to be the most decided enemies and the friendly or allied countries declare
war against each other. We can find many examples in the history of mankind.
Therefore I advise you to stand on ceremony before anyone else and to take
pains not to do anything against etiquette lest you give offences or make en-
emies.

IT I A Good Etiquette Is Half a Success

work day of every business person is made up of a series of meetings and

s.greetings. Whether you are making the initial contact with a client or a
colleague, you want to get off on the right foot. Doing so will make the first en-
counter and subsequent ones go smoothly and easily. Getting off on the wrong
foot can make for a difficult recovery.

Establishing a positive presence begins with your introduction. Whether
you are introducing yourself to another, or introducing two people to each
other, it is important to do so in a correct manner.

Your goal with the first few minutes of meeting other people is to make
them feel comfortable and to put them at ease so they will want to do business
with you. When you are confident of the rules for those critical initial encoun-
ters, you will have a solid start for long-term profitable relationships.

Believe it or not, minding your manners in meeting and greetings does
make a difference in business these days. To illustrate: A manager said that he
had talked with a number of potential firms on a business and that while every

one of them could do the job, in the end, he picked one because their team
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displayed the best manners in the process of meeting, greeting and introduc-
ing people by far. He added, “We always hire for manners because everything
else can be learned on the job.”

Every day we encounter people in a variety of business and social situa-
tions. The way we meet and greet them creates lasting impressions and paves
the way for a productive encounter. Introductions project information. Besides
the obvious elements of name, title, and affiliation, an introduction conveys a
level of respect and reflects how the person making the introduction views the
other person’s status. Mastering the art of introduction will help put you and
the people you are introducing at ease. Learning the basics — and they are not
very difficult — is the first step.

Want to be successful in your business? Remember: a good etiquette is
half a success. To be skilled at meeting, greeting and introducing people can

help you win over business.

111 | Basic Elements of Business Etiquette

' ) usiness etiquette is in essence about building relationships with people.

__In the business world, it is people that influence your success or failure.
Etiquette, and in particular business etiquette, is simply a means of maximiz-
ing your business potential.

If you feel comfortable around someone and vice versa, better commu-
nication and mutual trust will develop. This comfort zone is realized through
presenting yourself effectively. Business etiquette helps you achieve this.

Business etiquette revolves around two things. Firstly, thoughtful consid-
eration of the interests and feelings of others and secondly, minimizing mis-
understandings. Both are dependent upon self conduct. Business etiquette
polishes this conduct.

Business etiquette varies from region to region and country to country.

For the international business person, focusing too deeply on international
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business etiquette would leave no time for business. However, there are some

key pillars upon which good business etiquette is built.

® Behavior
Your manners and attitude will speak volumes about you. They will point
to your inner character. If you come across selfish, undisciplined or uncouth

your relationship is unlikely to prosper. Appropriate business etiquette pro-

motes positive traits.

® Honesty

A reputation for delivering what you say you will deliver goes a long way in
the business world. Remember, a reputation for integrity is slowly gained but
quickly lost. Understanding a particular country’s business etiquette provides
a framework in which you can work without fear of crossing boundaries in

terms of agreements, promises and contracts.

® Character

Your character refers to what you as an individual bring to the business
table. Proper business etiquette allows you to exhibit your positive qualities.
For example, it’'s important to know when to be passionate and not emotional
or self-confident without being arrogant. Just through learning another’s busi-
ness etiquette you demonstrate an open-mindedness which will earn respect.

® Sensitivity

Sensitivity and consideration underlie all good business etiquette. Be-
ing prepared for foreign ways and methods and responding thoughtfully is
achieved through experience and business etiquette know-how. By avoiding
misunderstandings and misinterpretations through business etiquette you lay

foundations for a strong business relationship.

® Diplomacy

Avoiding thoughtless words and actions protects you from negative con-
sequences. Impulse often leads a business person astray. Business etiquette
encourages the careful thought of the interests of others and choosing accept-

able forms of expression.
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® Appearance

Dressing appropriately, standing and sitting in the right place at the right
time, good posture and looking physically presentable are all elements in mak-
ing a good impression. Business etiquette teaches you how to suitably present
yourself and what to avoid.

Analyzing, understanding and implementing the above will help you rec-
ognize what business etiquette is and how it should be employed within the
business world.

For the international business, etiquette acts as a key. It locks the doors of
poor communication and misunderstandings and opens doors to successful

business relationships.

IV I Basic Functions of International Business Etiquette

Ttiquette, or good manners, is an important part of our day to day lives.
W;/#Whether we realize it or not we are always subconsciously adhering to
rules of etiquette. Much of the time these are unwritten; for example giving up
your seat to a lady or elderly person, queuing for a bus in an orderly fashion
according to who arrived first or simply saying “please” or “thank you”. All are
examples of etiquette; complex unwritten rules that reflect a culture’s values.

Etiquette accomplishes many tasks. However, the one noteworthy func-
tion that etiquette does perform is that it shows respect and deference to an-
other. By doing so it maintains good interpersonal relationships. Ultimately, it
could be argued, etiquette is about making sure that when people mix together
there are rules of interaction in place that ensure their communication, trans-
action or whatever it may be goes smoothly.

We all know how we or others feel when a lack of etiquette is shown. If
someone jumps the queue, does not thank you for holding the door open for
them or forgets to shake your hand, we naturally feel disrespected and per-
turbed.
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Keeping the above points in mind, now consider the complexities of work-
ing on the international stage. Modern business is global and demands people
travel to foreign countries and mix with foreign clients, colleagues or custom-
ers. Each one of those cultures will also have their own etiquette rules, many
of them unwritten. When two or more different cultures mix, it is easy for
small etiquette mistakes to be made that could have negative consequences.
Just as you may have felt annoyed when a foreign businessman did not shake
your hands upon greeting you, imagine how your Chinese client must have
felt when you wrote on his business card or your Indian colleague reacted
when you flatly rejected an offer of a meal. Sometimes, not understanding the
etiquette of another culture means you show a lack of manners and a lack of
deference. This can and does lead to soured relationships, lost deals and in the
end poor business results. Anyone working on the international stage needs to
understand international business etiquette.

International business etiquette manifests in many shapes and sizes.
Throughout the world people from different cultures have varying etiquette
rules around areas such as personal space, communication, gift giving, food,
business meetings and much more. For those wanting to make a good impres-
sion, the understanding of international business etiquette is crucial. By way
of introducing some of the key areas within international business etiquette

we shall look at the following common areas:

@® Business Card Etiquette

When you exchange business cards do you simply pass it over and forget
about it? In many countries the business card has certain etiquette rules. For
example in the Arab world you would never give or receive a business card
with your left hand. In China and Japan you should try and use both hands to
give and receive. In addition it is always good etiquette to examine the card
and make a positive comment on it. Whereas in the UK it may be OK to sling
the business card into a pocket, in many countries you should always treat it

with much more respect such as storing it in a business card holder.



m»N

008

@® The Etiquette of Personal Space

How close do you stand to people? Is it impolite to touch somebody? What
about gender differences? In the Middle East you may get very touchy-feely
with the men, yet one should never touch a woman. A slap on the back may be
OK in Mexico but in China it is a serious no-no. Touch someone on the head
in Thailand or Indonesia and you would have caused great insult. Without an

appreciation of international business etiquette, these things would never be

known.

® The Etiquette of Gift Giving

Many countries such as China and Japan have many etiquette rules sur-
rounding the exchange of business gifts. International business etiquette al-
lows you an insight into what to buy, how to give a gift, how to receive, whether
to open in front of the giver and what gifts not to buy. Great examples of gifts
to avoid are anything alcoholic in Muslim countries, anything with four of any-

thing in Japan and clocks in China.

@® The Etiquette of Communication

Some cultures like to talk loudly (US and Germany), some softly (India
and China); some speak directly (Holland and Denmark) others indirectly (UK
and Japan); some tolerate interrupting others while speaking (Brazil) others
not (Canada); some are very blunt (Greece) and some very flowery (Middle
East). All will believe the way they are communicating is fine, but when trans-
ferred into an international context this no longer applies. Without the right
international business etiquette it is easy to offend.

By way of conclusion we can state that etiquette helps maintain good rela-
tions with people. When dealing with people from a shared culture, everyone
knows the rules and there is not much to think about. Those that lack etiquette
are branded as uncouth and rude. However, this is not the same when working
on the international stage. Someone may very well come across as being rude
through a lack of etiquette but this may be because in their culture that behav-
ior is normal. As a result international business etiquette is a key skill for those

wanting to be successful when working abroad. Through a great appreciation



