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CHAPTER 1

Understanding Cultural Differences

THE ONLY TIME WHEN TRUE SUFFERING OCCURS IS

WHEN TWO CULTURES coLLIDE. — HERMANN HESSE

ANYONE WHO HAs done business internationally knows that dreadful feeling brought on
by the blank stares, the forced half-smiles, the murmured comments in a lan-
guage that seems indecipherable — when what you say doesn’t connect, and
when something seems missing. The paranoia is inescapable. You had your check-
list of cultural do’s and don’ts and followed them religiously. You broke no
taboos, committed no cultural faux pas, insulted no one — yet you failed to
break through. Why?

Distance and time were once the biggest obstacles to doing business
internationally. They are now among the least of concerns for any organization
that has decided to go global. Today, international businessmen and business-
women increasingly find themselves working in multi-cultural environments,
dealing with real differences in everything from communication styles to social
etiquette to core values. While many savvy international business travelers may
not be able to give a textbook definition of what constitutes culture, they know
it when they see it. And they also know they had better be prepared to deal with
it beyond a superficial level. After all, winning acceptance from foreign col-
leagues and turning cultural differences into a competitive advantage means
more than making sure you know how to properly accept the business card of a
Japanese colleague or avoid serving cocktails to a Moslem banker. People from
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different cultures process information in different ways, value different traits
and measure the concepts of time and space in dramatically different fashions.

Why is cross-cultural knowledge and understanding so important? The
American statesman and inventor Benjamin Franklin wrote that time is money.
Globe-trotting businesspeople would add that being aware of cultural differ-
ences and sensitivities is money, too. Failing to grasp the subtleties that lie be-
yond such public cultural displays like greeting rituals and seating arrangements
can make the difference between a truly successful international business trans-
action and one that fails to connect. Culture affects the most basic forms of
personal and business interaction from decision making to management style,
National culture, in turn, determines corporate culture, affecting a firm’s inter-
nal structure, its marketing behavior and its view of foreign business partners
and contracts. The business world is littered with “international” projects that
failed to overcome cultural barriers. If you have doubts that cultural insensitiv-
ity can translate into business problems on a megascale, consider the case of
The Disney Corp’s French adventure — EuroDisney.

Monsieur Mickey

Bringing the wonders of Disneyland to a foreign country must have seemed
like old hat for Disney. After all, only a few years earlier the company had suc-
cessfully opened a Disney theme park in Japan, bridging the enormous differ-
ences between Japanese and American cultures. EuroDisney, at least initially,
proved to be another story entirely. The company, it seems, failed to do its
cultural homework on everything from French business negotiating styles to
employee flexibility and dress habits to consumer spending patterns and eating
preferences. The company had a system that worked in the United States and
Japan — two very diverse cultures — and evidently saw no good reason to
change it to adapt to European sensibilities.

Day one began with a nightmare. The French people, who tend to wear
their cultural hearts on their sleeves, howled about Yankee cultural imperialism
when Disney managed to buy 1,950 hectares (4,400 acres) of prime farmland
for a fraction of the market price after the government used its right of emi-
nent domain to find Mickey and friends a home. The farmers whose families
had worked the land for centuries were bounced. French newspapers railed at
the American invaders in a very public display of anger and insult. Before a
single building foundation had been dug or a brick laid, the company had man-
aged to alienate the community, partly because it had underestimated the at-
tachment to the land of one segment of French society.

SENSE AND SENSIBILITY

Next, Disney offended French sensibilities and created a wellspring of ill
will when it used lawyers rather than its executives to negotiate construction
and other contracts for EuroDisney. It was simply not a French thing to do. In
France, lawyers are considered a negotiating tool of absolute last resort. The
use of lawyers early on in the process was a sign of mistrust and backhand
rejection of French ways. Then, according to the French trade and popular
press, the company insisted during the construction of Disney-run hotels that a
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sprinkler system be included. While required under American law, such a sys-
tem was unnecessary under French law which demands only adequate fire es-
capes and alarms and access to an emergency water supply. Disney’s insistence
on the sprinkler system was perceived as a negative comment on French safety
standards and an assertion that the “American way” was better. The battle ruffled
the feathers of Disney’s French partners and management, generating even more
ill will made public in a stream of negative press reports.

In terms of operations, Disney’s ignorance of European culture and French
working norms caused more problems. The company, which prides itself on
the squeaky clean All-American look of its employees, instituted a strict dress
code for its local employees, barring facial hair, dictating a maximum length for
fingernails and limiting the size of hooped earrings. The staff and its unions
rebelled at this perceived attack on everyday French fashion. Morale plunged.

DEVIL IS IN THE DETAILS

Disney got several other important details wrong. For example, the com-
pany believed that Europeans do not generally have sit-down breakfasts. Rela-
tive to the normal workday lifestyle of the European commuter, they were
cortect. But the exact opposite is true when Europeans vacation. As a result of
this incorrect notion, hotel dining rooms at Disney hotels were kept small, cre-
ating logjams and angry customers when the overcrowded rooms that seat a
maximum of 400 guests tried to serve upwards of 2,500 sit-down breakfasters
every morning. Lunchtimes inside EuroDisney also bordered on disaster. While
Americans visiting Disneyland prefer to graze, that is, eat at irregular intervals,
as they wander the park confines, Europeans are used to set lunchtimes. As a
result, the park’s restaurants became jammed at the lunch hour as everyone tried
to eat at once and were empty the rest of the day. Customers complained of
long lunch-time lines and pressure to eat quickly. The staff complained of be-
ing overworked at lunchtime and underworked during the rest of their shifts.
To top it off, Disney, in keeping with the “family friendly” theme, barred the
serving of alcohol — perhaps the ultimate insult in a country where the con-
sumption of wine at mealtimes is a birthright.

HOSPITALITY HEADACHES

The company committed other marketing foibles. While the park did hit its
initial attendance target of more than 10 million visitors in the first year, its
revenue projections were way off. The reason: unlike Americans or Japanese
visiting Disney parks in their home countries, the European visitors to
EuroDisney did not spend money on souvenirs. Europeans, it seems, are more
used to taking month-long vacations and as a rule do not go on short spending
sprees like the Americans and Japanese when they visit a theme park. Finally,
Disney found that checkout at its official hotels had turned into a nightmare
because of different consumer patterns. Unlike the Americans or the Japanese,
the European visitor to EuroDisney tends to stay only one night at a hotel, not
the three or four nights common at other Disney parks. The result: the hotels
had too few computers to handle the irate guests as they all tried to check out
of the hotel at the same time after a single night’s stay.

“It was so unlike Disney to get so many details so wrong,” says one U.S.-
based securities analyst who follows the company. “Maybe it’s not such a small
world after all. The company’s cultural insensitivities cost it a lot of money and
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goodwill. I think it is a good reminder to any company or individual doing busi-
ness in another country — the devil is often in the cultural details. They can
make or break you.” But for Disney at least, all’s well that ends well. After mak-
ing some significant “cultural adjustments,” EuroDisney is no longet the eco-
nomic drain it once was on company coffers.

CULTURE CAUTION: It should be noted that for all of Disney’s faults the French gov-
ernment was more than happy to have them set up shop. The government also
bears some responsibility for not making Disney’s transition smoother. The French
have claimed for centuries that Americans have no culture but nowadays, it seems,
they believe Americans have too much and need to export some.

What Is Culture, Anyway?

It may seem obvious but culture is what makes the Japanese, Japanese; the
Germans, German; and the Brazilians, Brazilian. The noted Dutch writer and
academic Geert Hofstede referred to culture as “the software of the mind” —
the social programming that runs the way we think, act and perceive ourselves
and others. In other words, your brain is simply the hardware that runs the
cultural programming. The implication is that culture is not innate. There is no
gene that forces Americans to treasure individualism and brashness, or Ger-
mans to value rigid order. It is learned behavior and hence can be changed. Just
alter the internal programming and you, too, can think like a Yank, a Brit, or 2
Kuwaiti. While this is certainly a useful and encouraging metaphor for anyone
dealing in global business affairs, it is more difficult to implement than it sounds.
It takes study, a keen sense of observation, and, above all, a willingness to learn
and relinquish the notion that one’s native culture is superior. When was the last
time you heard a foreign colleague admit that their way of doing things is infe-
tior to yours? It doesn’t happen. When dealing in a multi-cultural environment
the “adapt or die” philosophy is a good one to remember.

A morte formal definition is that culture is a set of learned core values,
beliefs, standards, knowledge, morals, laws, and behaviors shared by individuals
and societies that determines how an individual acts, feels, and views oneself
and others. A society’s culture is passed from generation to generation, and
aspects such as language, religion, customs and laws are interrelated — that is, 2
society’s view of authority, morals and ethics will eventually manifest itself in
how an individual does business, negotiates a contract or deals with a potential
business relationship. Understanding the cultural context and mind-set of a po-
tential foreign business partner or competitor can help in developing sound
strategy for negotiations and deal-making. What once seemed mysterious may
become more predictable — and can ultimately be used to your advantage.

Cultural Components

Viewing a national culture from the outside can be intimidating. But break-
ing it down into its components and understanding how each component is
related to the whole can help unwrap the enigma and provide some logic and



