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multinational, it has been suggested that organizations around the world will begin to look very much
alike. One theory states that as the companies become more similar, the organizational culture might
dominate or diminish the effects of the larger culture. Research thus far does not support the
likelihood of these developments. Laurent found that employees of different nationalities working for
a multinational firm maintained and even strengthened their cultural differences. German workers
became more German, American workers became more American, and Swedish workers became
more Swedish.25 The implication is that we must accept, even value, our cultural differences for
business success.

One way that multinationals are demonstrating cultural sensitivity is in their hiring practices.
PepsiCo, for instance, named Indra Nooyi as the company’s CEO in 2006. By 2013, she was ranked
10th in Forbes’s list of the World’s 100 Most Powerful Women. Nooyi was born in India. Since 2001,
half of all new hires at Pepsi are either women or ethnic minorities. And managers earn their bonuses
in part by how well they recruit and retain them. Six of its top twelve executives are women or
minorities. Pepsi argues that a diverse leadership helps the company to better understand the disparate
tastes of new consumers globally.26

Having explored some of the fundamental dimensions on which the people of the world differ and
how profound the differences are, we now turn our attention to more practical matters. The next
sections present approaches to success as intercultural communicators. More specifically, the rest of
this chapter discusses dealing with language differences, being nonverbally sensitive, being a good
intercultural communicator, and preparing for assignments or careers in international business.

Stop and Think

Think about a person you work with who comes from a different culture. How do Hofstede’s
dimensions of cultural differences help to explain some of the differences you have experienced when
communicating with that person?

Stop and Think

1. How does the concept of high- and low-context cultures explain an experience you
have had at work when communicating with someone from another culture?

2. How does the concept of short-term and long-term orientation explain an experience
you have had working with someone from another culture?

Should You Learn the Language?

The first decision facing an international business traveler is whether to learn the language spoken in
the country to be visited. People who have learned a second language will testify that it can be a long,
involved, and tedious task. Furthermore, the difficulty level varies with the language to be learned.
Some have many subtle nuances that non-natives have a hard time capturing. And the many dialects
that exist within a country complicate the process even more. According to the US State Department,
despite our immigrant roots, just 10 percent of US citizens can speak a second language. In contrast,
more than half of the people in the European Union are bilingual, and 28 percent are trilingual.

Which languages are the most important to learn? According to the US Department of Education,
Chinese, Arabic, Farsi, Korean, Japanese, Russian, Hindi, and Urdu are the languages most vital to
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this country’s future, although less than 1 percent of American high school students are studying any
of these. By contrast, in China, English is mandatory for students from third grade onward.27

For short stays in a country, perhaps just to set up a partnership or sign a contract, most people would
agree that one need not learn the language. Since English is the recognized language of business
throughout the world, the chances are good that the people one deals with will speak it. If they do not,
one can always use an interpreter. Great care, however, should be exercised in selecting an
interpreter, for they vary widely in ability and loyalty.

As the length of the stay increases, the need to learn and the wisdom of learning the language also
increase. While occasional errors are inevitable and are often overlooked when tourists try to
participate in conversations, the stakes increase with more formal and prolonged interactions, where
the consequences of errors matter. Most authorities agree that an extended stay would justify the time
and effort of learning the language of the land.

Literal translation errors can cause revenue loss in multinational companies. For example, in 2009,
HSBC Bank had to launch a $10 million rebranding campaign to repair the damage done when its
catchphrase Assume Nothing was mistranslated as Do Nothing in various countries. Accuracy is
critical in many global business matters. Take intellectual property, for example. According to the
World Intellectual Property Organization, the countries submitting the most patent filings through the
Patent Cooperation Treaty are the United States, Japan, Germany, and China. The number of
incorrect patent translations being reported is growing at an alarming rate. A recent study of 73
companies involved in patent translation showed that 81 percent have experienced problems with
incorrect translation of patent applications that resulted in increased internal and external costs,
reduced protection, and inadequate enforcement of patent laws.28 The implications are that
innovative companies seeking to do business abroad may experience delays, red tape, and unexpected
limits to the scope of patent rights, all of which result in years of lost revenue.

Furthermore, familiarity with the local language enables familiarity with the culture, values,
traditions, and business practices. A deeply held belief in Japan is captured by the simple term kaizen,
which literally means “to change to become good.” This concept has been widely adopted in US
businesses that stress continuous quality improvement through reliance on team decision making and
sophisticated, comprehensive communication networks. In addition, organizations following the
kaizen philosophy value cleanliness and order. Walking through the workplace, one finds no litter on
the floor and no tools out of place. Waste is minimized. As you can see, it takes many English words
to describe this approach to business that is explained in Japanese by a single word.

To find other examples of how closely language is tied to the culture, we can examine some
translation issues. Here is one: Over 47 million copies of a children’s book, Diary of a Wimpy Kid by
Jeff Kinney, are in print in the United States, and the book has been translated into thirty languages,
including Spanish, Japanese, Greek, Hebrew, Thai, and German. But the German version is titled I’'m
Surrounded by Idiots because there is no German equivalent for wimpy. The closest German word is
dngstlich, which translates into English as “uneasy, anxious.” Doing a quick survey of words that
reveal cultural values, we find more examples: In Arabic there is no word for lie. In Russian there is
no term equivalent to the English word privacy. And in Chinese there is no equivalent to the
individual I.

Machine translators, such as Google Translate, should not be relied upon because they do not account
for many cultural factors, including slang usage, metaphors, and irony. Thus, the slogan for KFC, a
chain of fast-food restaurants featuring chicken dishes, is “Finger lickin’ good” in English, but in
Chinese, this expression translates into “eat your fingers off.” And Pepsi’s slogan, “Pepsi brings you
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back to life,” becomes “Pepsi will bring your ancestors back from the dead” in Taiwanese. Clearly,
these literal translations are sure to hurt sales and damage the company’s image. The more that
managers understand about the culture, the more likely they are to be successful in that environment.
Learning the local language leads to that end.

One advantage of learning the language and learning it well is avoidance of interpretational disasters
that have visited companies in their advertising and product labeling. For example, the Parker Pen
Company unwittingly advertised in Latin America that its ink would prevent unwanted pregnancies.
Similarly, Otis Engineering claimed on posters at a Russian trade show that its oil equipment would
improve people’s sex lives.

Here are a couple of other slogans and product names that backfired when translated into other
languages. They are humorous to read about, but very costly to the companies. Pepsi’s slogan, “Come
alive with Pepsi,” in German reads, “Come alive from the grave with Pepsi.” Ford had a similar
experience with a product’s name—one truck model was called the Fiera—in Spanish it means “ugly
old woman.”

One last caution is advisable about language usage. Some people choose a middle-of-the-road
approach and learn only specific statements that are common or are pertinent to a particular setting.
Such people should remember that in some languages, particularly the Eastern languages, the same
word can be used to mean many different things. The tone of the voice varies to indicate a specific
meaning. Sometimes a little knowledge can be more damaging than no knowledge.

Stop and Think

Think of an example of a slang expression in your native language that does not easily translate.

1. Where does slang come from?
2. To what extent does the origin of slang explain why it is culture specific?

Nonverbal Sensitivity

Whether or not traveling managers choose to learn the verbal language of the land, they should try to
learn as much as they can about the nonverbal language common in that culture. Chapter 10 provided
an overview of the range of nonverbal behaviors used in business settings to communicate meaning.
Interpretations of greetings, dress, space, touch, posture, gestures, and rituals vary widely among
cultures. Business deals have been lost over a seemingly harmless American signal that was
interpreted as a grave insult in another part of the world.

Greetings

From the start of any business contact, one should be aware that the form of greeting used may vary
from culture to culture. Though the handshake is a fairly standard greeting in most parts of the world,
the pressure used may differ. The high-pressure grip, which in America is supposed to suggest
warmth and confidence, may be too aggressive where a lighter grasp is traditional.

In Japan, the bow is still practiced by older businesspeople. Sometimes the bow and handshake will
both be used to signal respect for both cultures. Note, too, the different levels of bowing, each with




