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- Preparing to communicate
across cultures

You don’t need me to tell you that business is international. But what impact does the
globalisation of business have on the way we use English to communicate? Well, what
it means is that speaking ‘good English’ is not good enough any more. We have also
to understand and engage with the challenges of working across cultures. We have
to become more aware of the differences between ourselves and people from other
cultures. And we have to adapt, and communicate and use English in a way that is
sensitive to these differences.

Bob Dignen, York Associates

Welcome to Communicating Across Cultures, one of a new series of courses from Cambridge
University Press designed to develop excellence in business communication in English. The
complete training package includes this book and an Audio CD, an accompanying DVD with
worksheets and a dedicated website with full trainer’s notes including extension activities. You
can access this material at: www.cambridge.org/elt/communicatingacrosscultures.

The secret of communicating successfully across cultures

Whether you are receiving clients from abroad, visiting potential overseas suppliers, working
in international teams, presenting, negotiating or just socialising after a hard day's work, you
need to be able to do three things to communicate effectively:

1 You need to have an understanding of your own culture and the target culture you are
dealing with. This means researching and analysing the national, regional and corporate
cultures of the people you are dealing with.

2 You need to be flexible in the way you communicate with people from other cultures. This
means adapting your style of communication to fit the situation.

3 You need to develop an international style of communication that will enable you to get
your message across effectively in all business and social situations.

Each unit in the book begins with clearly stated aims to develop relevant skills which can
improve your performance at work. A short ‘Can do’ statement at the end of each unit
confirms which new skills you have learned and helps you track your progress.

As you work through the 12 units of this course, you should always be thinking how to make
the skills and techniques your own. Working across cultures is a rewarding and enjoyable
experience; this course is designed to give you the means to make the most of that
experience.

| hope you enjoy the Communicating Across Cultures experience!



Communicating Across Culfures and you

Take a few moments before you begin the course to think about your own needs and experiences. Tick the
comments below that apply to you and see how Communicating Across Cultures can help you to improve.

L : " . ,




Developing intercultural skills

ims,, , e E

To understand what culture means

To learn ways to describe culture

Look at the pictures of professionals working in different areas.

* What do you think the culture is like in these organisations?
* Would you like to work there? Why | Why not?

€9 2 Bo Graesborg is Danish but lives in Germany where he works for a multinational
retailer of electronic goods. He talks about the challenges of working across both national
and corporate cultures. Listen to the first part of the interview.

1 What does Bo define as ‘the key point about understanding culture’?

2 For Bo, how useful are checklists on national culture (dos and don’ts) as a method of
learning about national cultures?

3 Bo works in a retail organisation which sells electronic goods. How does he describe the
culture of his company and the retail sector?

4 What causes ‘big misunderstandings in communication® in his company, according to Bo?
5 Do you disagree with any of Bo’s opinions? Why?

Bo says that ‘... at the headquarters here we have at least 20 cultures’.

* How many different cultures do you have in your organisation, e.g. Human Resources, IT?
® How are the cultures different? What communication problems can this create?

€9 3 Listen to the second part of the interview in which Bo describes two examples of
cultural misunderstanding in his organisation.

1 The first example involves the construction department and which other department?
2 Why does this other department see itself as ‘the kings of the company’?

3 What is the main difference in approach to store design between the two departments?
4 What does Bo say can be the result of the cultural differences between departments?
5

In the second example, which part of the company does Bo describe first? What is the
problem with this part of the company, according to Bo?

()]

What is the second part of the company? What is the problem?
7 How does Bo summarise the differences between the cultures of these two departments?

8 What does Bo describe as the ‘simple solution’ to dealing with these cultural differences?



Do you agree with Bo’s solution to working with different cultures? What else do you think

is important to work effectively across cultures?

Read the description of a company’s culture and complete the sentences with phrases

from the box.

project-driven  we value generally, we try to take care = we see ourselves as
the focus is on  the leadership style trusting people a lot of time is given to

We’re a small consulting company and the culture and (1) ......................... is relatively informal in general.
(Qsiicanaisg, flexible, not too over-structured. (3) ............................ satisfying customers so we tend
to adapt to what they need. (4) ... creativity so people have a lot of freedom to innovate
and come up with new ideas. Relationships are really important here and so (5) ..., talking to
customers who visit the company. (6) ............................ Of people inside the organisation and we have weekly

team meetings where people can talk about problems and get support. We're quite a (7)

organisation but there’s a fairly relaxed attitude to time and schedules and decision making: for us, people

come first. It's seldom that people are put under a lot of pressure with strict deadlines. (8)

get the job done is better than monitoring them all the time. And we definitely don’t have an email culture.

We communicate just by picking up the phone!

7 Look at these words and phrases which we can use to describe organisational culture.

BSluitural tip
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1 Match up the opposites. Can you think of any more?
2 Which of these adjectives does Bo use to describe his organisation?

top-down s task-oriented
people-oriented individualistic
riskfocused cost-driven
quaﬁtyfocuséd action-oriented
team-oriented bottom-up

In pairs, describe the culture of your own organisation(s) using some of the vocabulary

from exercises 6 and 7. Think about these concepts.

Leadership  Decision making Information = Communication Relationships
Time Quality Customers Cooperation

= Say which parts of the culture you like, and which you would like to change and why.

* Then think about other organisations which you know and describe the main differences
between their cultures and that of your own organisation. Which of these differences do
you think could be a problem if the different organisations did business together? Why?

Describe and discuss your own cultures and the cultures of others. This will help you and your
business partners to develop clear strategies to communicate effectively across the different
cultures.

On do I can describe my own organisational culture.



[I:f] Developing intercultural skills

To develop flexible thlnklng

To learn strategies for supporting more flexible thinking in others

i People working across cultures need to become more sensitive to possible
misunderstandings and to handle them effectively. Read the introduction to the case study
and the email below. Then answer the questions

has not recewed any budgetﬁ |
_ problem to_twa 'colteagues with expenence of workmgm lndr

eer

Hi I What is the problem from Jack’s point
How goes it? Hope you’re busy. Look, sorry to trouble you of view?
but I have a bit of a challenge with Akash in Bangalore. | keep

e ; ! 4 2 How well do you think Jack
requesting figures, getting a promise to deliver, but then |

never get anything. To be honest, I'm getting annoyed because underétands the reasons for Akash’s
this whole style of promising and then not delivering is just behaviour? What other cultural,
unprofessional. I'm also worried because | need the figures for my personality and business reasons
own report in the next week - if | don't get that, I'll miss one of could there be?

my key targets. I'm thinking of escalating the problem and writing . : : , ,

a very direct email to Akash’s boss and copying in my boss. What 3 What is Jack's proposal to s.olve the
do you think? Any advice would be much appreciated! problem? What other solutions could
Best regards there be?

Jack

Work in pairs. Read the emails which Jack receives from his colleagues with advice on
dealing with the problem. Student A: read email 1 on page 76. Student B: read email 2 on
page 78.

Tell each other what the emails recommend and decide what would be the best thing for
Jack to do. Then compare your recommendations with the rest of the class.

% Read what Craig Storti in his book The Art of Crossing Cultures says about flexible thinking,
and the ‘flexible thinking’ model that follows. Then answer the questions.

The ability to interpret situations, problems, practices - the way we do things -
from multiple perspectives, from the way other people see them, is a tremendous
benefit to you and your company. You begin to understand that behaviour that
makes no sense to you might make perfect sense to others. You’re not so quick
to judge any more ... you give the benefit of the doubt.




uh‘urcn 1 L

3act &
positively.

L interpret the situation
from diierent perspectivas.
{Be culturally sensitive.)

1 Which ability does Storti say can produce real benefits for those working internationally?
2 What does flexible thinking stop people doing, according to Storti?

3 How can flexible thinking improve cooperation between people?

Study the language you can use to exchange opinions, and to encourage others to think
more openly and ‘flexibly’ by considering alternative perspectives. Match each heading to
the expressions. What phrases can you add to say the same things?
Evaluating different perspectives  Asking for the opinion of others  Giving an opinion
Generating multiple interpretations  Deciding what to do

| tend to think that ... This makes a lot of sense if we assume that ...
From my perspective ... If this is the case, then you're right that ...
What do you reckon? Given what has happened, | think it would be best if ...

How do you see it? In the circumstances the best thing to do is to ...

Could we look at it another way and say that ...?
Just putting myself into her shoes, maybe ...7

Discuss one of two case studies of intercultural misunderstanding. Group A, turn to
Case A on page 76. Group B, turn to Case B on page 78. Consider the following questions.

= What do you think is happening in each case?

= Which cultural, personality and business factors could be important?

= How are the people involved seeing things? Are they thinking flexibly or inflexibly?

= Decide on a recommended course of action to move each case forward in the best way
possible. Present your case and recommendations to the other group.

= Compare your recommendations with the short case summaries on pages 64-65.

Try to keep an open mind if communication breaks down with international colleagues. Think
flexibly and try to imagine others’ motivations based upon an understanding of their culture,
their personality and their work pressures. Then choose a constructive course of action to
solve the misunderstanding.

B&on doIcan think flexibly when interpreting the behaviours of people from another culture.



