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CASE 1. Foreign Assignment

Sara Strong graduated with an MBA from
UCLA four years ago. She immediately took
a job in the correspondent bank section of
the Security Bank of the American Conti-
nent. Sara was assigned to work on issues per-
taining to relationships with correspondent
banks in Latin America, She rose rapidly in
the section and recejved three good promo-
tions in 3 years. She consistently got high rat-
ings from her superiors, and she received
particularly high marks for her professional
demeanor.
In her initia] position with the bank, Sara
was required to travel to Mexico on several
occasions. She was always accompanied by a
male colleague even though she generally
handled similar business by herself on trips
within the United States, During her trips to
Mexico she observed that Mexican bankers
Seemed more aware of her being a woman
and were personally solicitous to her, but she
didn’t discern any major problems. The fina]
decisions on the work that she did were han-
dled by male Tepresentatives of the bank sta-
tioned in Mexico.
A successful foreign assignment was an im-
portant step for those on the “fast track” at
the bank. Sara applied for a position in Central
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or South America and wag delighted whenp she
was assigned to the bank’s office in Mex;
City. The office had about 20 b
ees and was headed by William Vitap,, The
Mexico City office was S€en as a preferred gs.
signment by young executives at the bank,
After a month, Sara began to
problems. She found it difficult to be effective
in dealing with Mexican bankers—the clients,
They appeared reluctant to accept her au-
thority, and they would often bypass her in im-
portant matters. The problem was exacerbated
by Vitam’s compliance in her being bypassed.
When she asked that the clients be referred
back to her, Vitam replied, “Of course, that
isn’t really practical.” Vitam made matters
worse by patronizing her in front of clients
and by referring to her as “my cute assistant”
and “our lady banker.” Vitam never did this
when only Americans were present and in fact
treated her professionally and with respect in
internal situations.

Sara finally complained to Vitam that he
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. was undermining her authority and effec-

tiveness; she asked him in as positive a man-
€r as possible to help her. Vitam listened
carefully to Sara’s complaints, then repli,edi,
“I'm glad that you brought this up, because




k against a1
tortion and

1when she
in Mexico
ik employ-
itam. The
eferred as-
the bank.
:ncounter
e effective
he clients.
ot her au-
herinim-
acerbated
bypassed.
2 referred
urse, that
€ matters
of clients
assistant”
r did this
nd in fact
‘espect in

a that he
nd effec-
'e a man-
listened
replied,
because

R T S

AT T, e RNy - e e

4

" I've been meaning to sit down and talk to you

about my little game playing in front of the
clients. Let me be frank with you. Our clients
think you’re great, but they just don’t un-
derstand a woman in authority, and you and
T aren’t going to be able to change their at-
titudes overnight. As long as the clients see
you as my assistant and deferring to me, t‘t}ey
can do business with you. I'm willing to give
you as much responsibility as they can handle
your having. I knowyou can handle it. Butwe
just have to tread carefully. You and I know
that my remarks in front of clients don’t mean
anything. They're just a way of playing the
game Latin style. T know it’s frustrating for
you, but I really need you to support me on
this. It’s not going to affect your promotions.
You just have to act like it’s my responsibil-
ity.” Sara replied that she would try to cOOp-
erate, but that basically she found her role
demeaning.

As time went on, Sara found that the pa-
tronizing actions in front of clients bother.ed
her more and more. She spoke to Vitam again,
but he was firm in his position and urged her
to try to be a little more flexible, even a little
more “feminine.”

Sara also had a problem with Vitam over pol-
icy. The Mexico City office had five younger
women who worked as receptionists and sec-
retaries. They were all situated at work stations
at the entrance of the office. They were re-
quired to wear standard uniforms that were col-
orful and slightly sexy. Sara protested the
requirement that uniforms be worn because
(1) they were inconsistent to the image of the
banking business and (2) they were demean-
ing to the women who had to wear them. Vitam
just curtly replied that he had received 2 lot of
favorable comments about the uniforms from

clients of the bank.

Several months later, Sara had what she
thought would be a good opportunity to df:al
with the problem. Tom Fried, an executive
vice president who had been a mentor for
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her since she arrived at the bank, was com-
ing to Mexico City; she arranged a private
conference with him. She described her
problems and explained that she was not
able to be effective in this environment and
that she worried that it would have a negative
effect on her chance of promotion within
the bank. Fried was very careful in his re-
sponse. He spoke of certain “realities” that
the bank had to respect, and he urged her to
“see it through” even though he could un-
derstand how she would feel that things
weren’t fair,

Sara found herself becoming more ag-
gressive and defensive in her meetings with
Vitam and her clients. Several clients asked
that other bank personnel handle their
transactions. Sara has just received an Aver-
age rating, which noted “the beginnings of
a negative attitude about the bank and its
policies.”

Questions

1. What obligations does an international
company have to ensure that its employees
are not harmed, for instance, by having
their chances for advancement limited by
the social customs of a host country?

2. What international moral code, if any, is
being violated by Security Bank of the

. American Continent?

3. Has the bank made the correct decision
by opting to follow the norms of the host
country?

4, What steps can be taken on the part of the
internationals and their employees to
avoid or resolve situations in which em-
ployees are offended or harmed by host
country practices?

5. In this situation does morality require re-
spect for Mexican practices, or does it
require respect for Sara Strong? Are these
incompatible?




