Identity Research for Impact Iil" “il

N.VAN-MEURS@MDX.AC.UK

INTRODUCTION

This report summarises the knowledge that
Dr. Nathalie van Meurs has taught to (MBA)
students and researched over the years as an expert in Cross Cultural
Management and Psychology. The report was developed with the aim to inform
decision makers in businesses and organisations, who work in an international
context. The Financial Times, in fact, stated recently that cross cultural
management is a core aspect of leadership and management development. It’s
available to you at no cost because a) it is important to build a bridge between the
‘real world’ and academic work as we face a challenging globalised future and b)
research needs to have a practical impact.

In terms of globalisation and our future, you are no doubt aware that the
world’s regions and countries are mapped according to wealth (e.g., GNP), systems
(i.e., political, economical and legal), and development (e.g., infrastructure, level of
education). Indices and statistics of these concepts provide us with information
about the differences that exist globally between countries. Governments, global
organisations (e.g., Worldbank), and multi-national corporations (MNCs) may use
it before deciding on investment, aid, and collaborations.

At the individual level, we learn about cultural differences between people
through travel, the media and day-to-day living, working, and interaction in a
multicultural environment. People vary in terms of what they value and how they
do things. We may inform ourselves about the how, what and where of people
foreign to us out of necessity or out of interest of the anthropological aspects of
(modern) human life.

For some time, knowing the do’s and don’ts often sufficed for any
substantial intercultural interaction. In the professional realm, cross cultural
training before or during intercultural assignments, projects or mergers usually
provided a ‘toolbox’ of these do’s and don’ts, such as how to greet, what (not) to
discuss over dinner, and when to expect a definitive offer on a deal. However, due
to globalisation, organisations function within diverse contexts across continents
and the modern person has mixed identities (ethnic, national, religious), with x-
number of years of experience abroad. This means that a simple do’s and don’ts
list is not enough.

Successful interaction requires intercultural insight. This constitutes the
know-how as mentioned above but, moreover, it requires the ability to interpret
the situation presented to us by being aware of our cultural lenses and keeping
the other’s perspective in mind. It is an updated kind of toolbox, which is adapted
to 21st Century working life.

This briefing will address the three core aspects of effective intercultural
engagement: Know-How, Cultural Self-Awareness, and Perspective. Each section
will describe some important research in an accessible way, illustrated by
practical examples. The briefing concludes with advise that can be implemented
immediately.




But first, a quick test

Travelling, living, working... What do you do in
a cross cultural situation?

Select the answer that you think is correct by
noting down a 1 (completely disagree), 2
(disagree), 3 (neutral), 4 (agree), S5 (completely
agree).

If someone foreign does not understand me then they are a bit ignorant or | didn’t explain it verywell [ 1 2 3 4 5
If someone foreign is agreeing with me then this is because both of us are on the same wavelength 12345
on this occasion

If someone foreign is polite and kind to me this is because | earned their respect or they are a nice 12345

person

If someone foreign is in conflict with me then this is because one of us differs in opinion from the other[ 1 2 3 4 5
in this situation

If someone foreign is offended because of what | said or did it's because they're a bit sensitive or | 12345
was a little tactless

Add up the score of each question and divide by 5 to calculate the average.
Did you score between 1 and 2.5 or 3.5 and 5?

If your score was between 3.5 and 5 you may have thought you were being logical
and fair, but you missed an essential component of interpreting the situation:
culture. If you scored between 1 and 2.5 you may have spotted that culture or the
situation was not taken into consideration.

A person may be nice to you because being polite is part of their culture;
Thai culture, for example, is known for it’s kind politeness. Similarly, a person
may be agreeing with you because they don’t want you or him/herself to lose face.
On the other hand, a person may seem offended and irrate but, actually, being
direct and blunt is just their way of communicating.

As an example, have you ever been abroad and asked for directions? Did the
person sometimes give directions that you KNEW were wrong or did they try to
give directions eventhough it was evident they knew less than you did? This is
because in their culture, it is more important to be helpful than to be accurate.
Vice versa, in many Western countries, if you ask for directions, a person would
think nothing of it to shake their heads and walk on or wave ‘no’ because they’re
too busy. This is because they are from an individualistic culture, where being
factual and accurate is valued more than harmony. Although frustrating, in a
scenario like this we’re a little more atuned to others’ different way of doing things.
In a professional environment, where we are required to work together for longer
periods of time, interactions can be more challenging.



KNOW-HOW

Although a Chinese organisation can find
out about generic rules for export to the UK,
a person travelling to the UK would make a
huge assumption to think that a) the British
and Chinese each have one way of
conducting meetings and b) the people
they’re meeting have no international
experience and/or are from a mixed
background.

Globalisation is a word that is vilified by those who represent the poor in
under-developed nations, whereas it is seen as a given by many in business.
Objectively, it is a fact that many people now spend time abroad working and
living, rather than just being on vacation. People will be influenced by their
experiences and these experience may result in dual nationality or mixed
background offspring.

In an article for the Commission for Racial Equality (now Commission for
Equality and Human Rights), I highlighted the likelihood of mixed race becoming
more and more common but also that race is a social construct we created to
categorise the world. In the biological sense, it’s become a redundant thing —
people are shades of pinky-brown, blue-black, olivy-pink, etc. As a social construct
it is still very powerful - see, for example, the impact of Obama’s election.
Nonetheless, governments and Human Resources are finding it increasingly
difficult to use that information sensibly — as more and more people will tick the
box ‘other’... (van Meurs, 2007).

Because we now interact with people from different cultures with mixed
backgrounds and experiences it would require a lot from the modern professional
to learn about all of the do’s and don’ts as mentioned in the introduction. Also, we
use this toolbox with a mindset of what we think is ‘effective’ — which isn’t always
universal. We may learn about another individual’s do’s but we think they’re a bit
weird for it. Consider, however, that they probably think the same thing about you.
This also pertains to core ideas and approaches; whereas initiative and creativity
is valued in one context, it may be, literally, unheard of in another. Apparently,
there is no exact word for ‘initiative’ in Chinese — the closest is ‘pro-active’, which
is more reflective of being hands on and practical. If it doesn’t exist, how can your
team take it?

There are shortcuts, however, that can help. First, we can familiarise ourselves
with work that has been done on cultural climates. For example, Hofstede,
Trompenaars and Schwartz have mapped countries and regions according to the
cultural values that are deemed important. We may learn, for example, that China,
Japan, and Korea have typically ‘collectivistic’ cultures, which means that the
group is important. In practice, this may mean that decision making is done
collectively and rewards systems are based on equality vs. equity. In other words,
we learn the why behind the do’s and don'’ts.

One caveat is that this constitutes as ‘sophisicated stereotyping’. Like
geographical climates, these value preferences pertain to the situation of the
country or region over a long period of time. They are to be used like the indices
mentioned in the introduction: at the country/regional level, not to describe
individuals. Just because British culture is relatively more individualistic than




Chinese culture, does not mean that every
British individual is more individualistic
than the next Chinese person you meet.
More can be found on the websites as listed
in the ‘Additional references’ section.

The second shortcut is to be aware of the
connections between core aspects of
interaction. Cultural values are strongly
linked to how people manage conflict, which, in turn, is linked to how they
communicate. This is also connected to decision making and leadership. For
example, in a chapter for a handbook, I wrote that communication, conflict
management and culture can be likened to the Bermuda Triangle: it’s easy for
problems to escalate hazardous conditions will emerge unless the three are
simultaneously handled appropriately (van Meurs & Spencer-Oatey, 2008).

Consider the example of reward allocation mentioned before. There may be a
dispute whether this should be based on equality (same salary for everyone) or
equity (bonuses for performance). The conflicting parties will need to deal with the
issue, ideally using a ‘problem solving’ conflict management style. In doing so,
they assume an ideal communication style that they deem to be most suitable and
effective. One party may elect to be ‘direct’ as they define this as openness and
honesty. The other party, however, may perceive it as rude because their cultural
values are more oriented towards discretion and tact. So, in other words, both
parties aimed to be problem solving but used different styles to communicate this
due to a difference in cultural values.

The final shortcut is to be aware that the other will use their values as guiding
principles in terms of how they see management as effective but also how they
directly interpret your behaviour. My research with Shell International showed the
importance of cultural values in relation to working together within an MNC.
Interestingly, managers had the ‘know-how” They would comment on the
differences between national backgrounds. Nonetheless, the British managers
would still be annoyed if Dutch managers spoke in Dutch during meetings as it
excluded them from the conversation. It doesn’t matter if they were just agreeing
on where to eat for lunch — the act itself appears rude. Had the English thought
about it, they’d know the ‘why’ — the Dutch are pragmatists who would likely tell
the other directly and openly what they’re thinking without the need to resort to
exclusion tactics. That said, the Dutch should’ve thought about ‘why’ the British
are upset — because they value fairness and a level of decorum.

CULTURAL SELF-AWARENESS

Cultural self awareness sounds psychological, which may put some people off.
This is unfortunate, because even basic business, sales, good management and
governance is all about psychology. Social psychology deals with the behaviour of
people in social situations. By default, management (be it in business,
governmental, non-govermental sector) concerns dealing with people; i.e., social
situations. It pays to know your psychology.

As much as we’d like to view ourselves as superior intelligent beings, we are
only human and with that come certain behavioural and cognitive traits. For
example, we learn how to do certain things (like eating with knive and fork) and
take that with us on journeys. We may learn to eat different things in different



ways, but, on average, we have a preferance to
which we stick. I once asked my Chinese students
how they eat (with chopsticks) and what they eat
(Chinese food). To the question ‘Do you eat
European food?’, the answer was ‘yes, but with
chopsticks’. It had not occurred to me that the tool
is separate from the substance.

We also have cognitive traits. With this I mean
a certain way of thinking and, in cultural terms, this refers back to the ‘why’
behind doing things. But before we focus on cultural self awareness, it is
important to address some of the biases we have and how this affects group
behaviour. After WWI and WWII, many social psychologists wanted to understand
many things: why do people follow orders without question, why do people judge
others on the basis of a random common denominator, why do people see
themselves as superior?

In the 1930s, several scientific projects were set up to find the answer to
these questions. The most famous were, among many, Ash’s conformity test,
Milgram’s obedience test, Sherif’'s Summer Camp studies, and Zimbardo’s
Stanford prison experiment. I'd recommend reading up on these — they make
excellent dinner/travel/workshop conversation. All these experiments showed how
humans can be easily manipulated by people in authority, that humans are social
and that competition and even animosity between groups but solidarity within
groups is guaranteed (even if there is no apparent reason for people to feel a bond).
In short, we are influenced by others and the context around us (incl. culture) -
sometimes without noticing.

Apart from how we act in social situations, other social psychological
research has focused on people’s errors in judgement. In brief, we have cognitive
biases that cloud our judgement and often we do this without realising. There are
two core attributional biases related to people interacting: Fundamental
Attribution Error and Actor-Observer Error.

Fundamental Attribution Error: The tendency to overestimate the role of
personal factors and overlook the impact of situations when explaining other
people’s behaviours. For example, we may judge a manager as ambitious and
draconian, whereas she’s actually running a tight ship because she’s managing 3
departments, organising a conference, writing reports, consulting businesses, and
meanwhile the stakeholders demand delivery. Similarly, someone may jump the
queue, which causes you to think this person to be rude. But perhaps they’re
panicking because they've had some bad news and need to rush to their
destination. Particularly people in the West, who are more individualistic, have a
tendency to make personal attributions to people, rather than considering a
situational reason. This is why a Western manager can be frustrated if a non-
Western colleague ‘explaines away’ a subordinate’s tardiness or absence with
situational excuses.

Actor-Observer Error: Our tendency to make personal attributions for the
behaviour of others and situational attributions for ourselves. To go back to the
example of the draconian manager, of course, if it’s us in that manager’s situation,
we’d explain ourselves through our busy-ness, certainly not by admitting to being
draconian! Similarly, parents’ with crying children delaying the bus are often




upset that nobody understands their predicament
and now they have to deal with impatient bus
drivers and unsympathetic fellow travelers.

In sum, we’d like to think of ourselves as
rational beings, who make decisions in a fair and
balanced way. We also like to think that we have a
good understanding of who we are; we have a fair
assessment of ourselves. Yet, plenty of research
shows that we often rate ourselves as better than others would rate us. We also
allocate others’ success to luck’ or circumstance, and our success to skill and
hard work. This is why 360° feedback can be dissonant with the observee’s views
and why talent shows can be so hilarious due to people’s delusions of their talents.

An issue related to these biases is the belief that our way is the right way.
This is related to the The Psychology of Belief. It can be the belief that there is a
God, that a good leader is egalitarian, that democracy is the only effective form of
governance, that 360° feedback is a fair way of evaluating someone. Of course, all
of this is subjective. In certain cultures, there are many or no Gods, authoritative
leadership is viewed as desirable, (Western) democracies are seen as ineffective
and corrupt, and 360° feedback does not exist because it is an embarrassing
exercise that causes loss of face. Yet, the psychology of belief is powerful and
causes much conflict.

For example, one of the core messages during my key-note speech in
Bulgaria (van Meurs, 2007) was that even if we collectively think that democracy is
the ideal, we must be aware that others may not agree with that idea and we
cannot impose the idea onto others. This caused some controversy and people
argued during the talk and complained to the organisers after the session. Note
that I was not arguing against democracy, I was merely pointing out that it was a
system that some, not all, subscribe to, due to the values and the norms that are
prevalent within the community. For one community to impose their views (even in
their heart it feels like a universal truth) is problematic because people are usually
not very sympathetic to someone else telling them a) they’re wrong and b) they
need to do it their way. The problem that occurred at the congress was that people
mistook democracy for a universal truth.

I realise that this opens a huge can of worms. What about human rights?
What about torture? Also, with such a ‘It’s all relative’ approach, what chaos will
ensue when people move somewhere where, to them, undesirable
laws /norms/values are in place and they are not required to adapt?

There is not one solid answer for all these scenarios. What is crucial,
however, is to be aware that believing strongly that something should be universal
(peace, human rights, democracy), doesn’t mean that it is. More problematically, if
you think that it should be and therefore tell those who are not of that conviction
(vet), this may not be welcomed.

One path towards change is education, which is very different from
indoctrination. As a child, didn’t things make more sense when it was explained
‘why’ rather than a simple ‘do as your told’? The same applies for adults and, as
adults, people are less inclined even to ‘be educated’. So, even after a discussion
where one learns from one another, a community may still elect to be conservative,
ruled by a king/queen or religious leader, and deny certain people certain human




rights (e.g., women’s right to vote, gays’ right to
marriage). You may agree or disagree with them, but
it is an outcome for which you should prepare.

This leads to our own education. As part of
our personal development, we may attend many
workshops, read good books and watch fascinating
documentaries on different lives of others. We may
be erudite academic speakers, who do a lot of
research and are well-read or we may be pro-active leaders, who are ‘on the
ground’ to hear what’s going on in all parts of the organisation. But how much
time do spend reflecting on our own values and norms (i.e., learn about ourselves)
to understand why we do the things we do and how this affects others?

If you are dealing with cultural differences, it can be just as useful to have
some idea about your own background as it is to read up on the cultural do’s and
don’ts of the other party. You will become aware of subjective characteristics that
you probably see as ‘normal’. So check the websites of Hofstede, Globe,
Trompenaars etc to get a first impression the relative popularity of the cultural
dimensions in your country. Then, think about your individual values and norms
and, secondly, consider if this is in congruence with the people you’re dealing with.
If not, be up for a challenge, if they are, be aware of creative stagnation. Finally, be
conscious of the cognitive biases that are only human.

PERCEPTION
Managers are usually well educated (university of life included). For this reason,
they have strong ideas about what works and how they should manage effectively.
What often clouds our judgement is having the time and space. Despite our years
of experience, we sometimes have the inability to take a moment and think why
the other is so ‘difficult’, ‘stupid’, or ‘unable’.

It takes two to tango. When we interact, we are dealing with someone else
who may perceive the situation differently. Therefore, we’re dealing with a
(mis)match. You may find that in books, workshops and other media different
terms are used for disagreements in perception: e.g, (non) allignment of practices,
value (in)congruence, person-organisation (mis)fit, harmony/dissonance in cross-
cultural interfaces. I will address the notion of (mis)match and the link it to three
core aspects to perception: Ethics, Leadership, Negotiation.

(Mis)Fit

When we asked people to talk to us about their perception of their ‘fit’ with the
organisation, it generated several domains: Work-Life Balance, People (team,
supervisor), Organisation (mission, values, reputation), Employment (conditions,
personal development), Job (nature, own skills and achievements) (Billsberry et al.,
2006). In several workshops, when I repeated the exercise, some people realised
there and then that they were a misfit according to their own assessment of how
they fitted in (or not) (van Meurs, 2007).

An American approach to fitting in is known as ‘Person-Environment Fit’ or
‘Person-Organizational Fit’. Researchers looked at the average ratings of work
values by people within the organisation and compared that to the ratings by
another set of people or, for recruitment purposes, one individual. Sometimes they
fit, which is considered desirable, sometimes they don’t, which is indicitive of a



bad recruit. This has caused some
controversy, and I believe that such
measurements and results may be helpful
for research but should be discussed on a
one-to-one basis in real life. In fact, any
psychometric test, especially those
assessing personality traits, should be used
as a diagnostic tool only.

Nonetheless, fitting in and our sense of belonging are important within
organisations but also within society. ‘Us vs. Them’ talk is powerful because we
are social animals and it makes us happy to belong to a group made up of people
who think similarly to us. Yet, this is deemed as politically incorrect and we are
told we should be someone who can live and work peacefully within a community
that is diverse. In a discussion about mixed neighbourhoods, someone told me
that they used to live in a diverse neighbourhood that was friendly and cooperative,
ergo, arguing that people who cannot get on with others different from themselves
are at fault. Yet, it is likely that, despite the differences in national and ethnic
backgrounds, the people in this community were like-minded about how to create
a good community.

It doesn’t matter where you came from, but it does matter where you think
you’re going and that, together, you have this common goal in mind. Teams within
Google and other modern companies are made up of people from different
backgrounds, however their common cosmopolitan identity is highlighted, which
gives them a sense of belonging and advances Google’s success. It may be
unreasonable to expect people to supress a core human trait such as wanting to
belong to a group similar to ourselves. It may be time to drop the political
correctness manuals. However, with education and good communication, diverse
communities and work groups can establish a common goal without denying
anyone membership based on their cultural or biological background.

Ethics

In the last 20 years, subjects like diversity and Corporate Social Responsibibility
(CSR) have become more prominent aspects of effective and ethical organisational
functioning. Since then, some people have become masters at learning to say the
correct thing, without necessarily believing it. In terms of discrimination and
ethical behaviour, this has created a circus-like hoop-jumping state of affairs, to
which many are, understandably, allergic.

Taking down ‘Christmas’lights in Oxford in fear of offence makes as much
sense as banning the immersion of the Hindu God Shri Lord Ganesh in Mumbai.
Similarly, at a university in the UK, there were issues with students not showing
up for classes because they had to pray. When this was discussed with colleagues
in Lebanon, the Lebanese academics were bemused — students must show up for
class, regardless of prayer. There are too many faiths to create timetables around
prayer times.

Although the solution is not to go back to a closed-minded, bigotted society
with individuals at the top who suffer from delusions of grandeur just because
they are a certain race, nationality or class, something does have to change. Such
a change would involve the ability, as a leader, to see a way forward that is both
ethical and intelligent. In one study, we proposed that companies should ensure



that the (ethical) mindset of the
organisation’s management fits with its
employees (Coldwell et al, 2008). In other
words, if you both care or if you both don’t
care, it’s a fit’. This affects recruitment and
retention and should be something to take
into consideration by companies.
Unfortunately, we’re still at a stage where
both representatives of organisations and new recruits treat the interview as a first
date and are on their best behaviour, sometimes doing themselves and the
organisation a disfavour.

Similar to my argument related to the universal validity of ‘democracy’ — I
am not stating that companies that do not have an ethical approach are ok to
carry on as such, I am pointing out that there’s variation in terms of individual’s
moral development and companies’ CSR and ethical activities. If someone with a
high ethical stance joins a company that has not developed a strong CSR
approach, then those cards should be on the table. The company should NOT
pretend it has a strong CSR policy but could use the new recruit to develop it.
Similarly, a person who does not care about ethical issues much should not join a
company that does unless they’re there to learn.

A case in point was the dynamic recruitment department within Shell
International. Recruiters found that more and more young graduates with a ‘green’
approach would apply. Considering the variation in environmentally friendly
culture across the departments, it was important to consider where to place the
young recruits. An open discussion about where the new recruit would fit best is
paramount. Like dating, eventually a department’s true ‘culture’ and the
individual’s true personality come out and it could end up in a break up if not
carefully managed.

In another study (Harb, Darwish & van Meurs, 2009), we tried to explore
whether a match between the company’s and individuals’ values (e.g., focus on
achievement, focus on being helpful) is linked to stress and whether individual’s
sense of justice (e.g., am I treated well, do I get paid enough) is linked to stress.
The less people perceived that, for example, their boss treated them with respect
(interpersonal justice) and that rewards (e.g., salary) are organised fairly
(distributive justice), the more they reported that they were stressed. Mismatching
values also had an impact: if the company’s and the individual’s disagreed on the
endorsement of values related to benevolence, power and self-direction, then the
employees also reported to be stressed. In other words, direct day-to-day
organisational issues such as salary and how you’re treated is important, but so is
a match in terms of the underlying values. This result is even more surprising
because it was in the context of a volatile Lebanon, during a time of insecurities
that would make one assume that the last thing people worry about is values as
long as they have a job.

Leadership

Apart from national cultural differences, there are also organisational cultural
differences that managers need to deal with. To find out the X factor’ of leaders, a
group of researchers called GLOBE emulated Hofstede’s and Schwartz’s research
to find out what people consider to be desirable and undesirable leadership traits.



Overall, people across countries find a leader
with integrity, who has charisma and is able
to build teams desirable. Universally
undesirable traits are self-protectiveness,
being non-cooperative and dictatorial. In
terms of cultures, there are global
differences of opinion on the desirability of
traits such as being individualistic, status
conscious, and a risk taker. In other words, in some countries or organisations
this is desirable, in others it is not.

Leadership is sometimes seen as a trait (you’re born with it) or as a
behaviour (you can learn it). It’s also been explained by the idea that a leader is
only a leader if perceived as such by followers. There is no point climbing on that
horse and drawing that sword like a Don Quixote on your own. Ask yourself if you
see yourself as a leader. Now as yourself if others would agree?

An emerging field of leadership research is ‘Distributive Leadership’, which
views leadership as a process that emerges from the interaction between different
individuals. This is particularly relevant to people working in modern
organisations that increasingly rely on cross-functional, self managing project
teams that deal with the growing complexities of an ever changing environment.
Our team of researchers (van Ameijde et al., 2009) looked at leadership in real
organizational settings with the goal of surfacing the factors contributing to and
inhibiting successful distributed leadership.

We studied five successful and five unsuccessful projects and analysed the
factors that influenced the outcome of these projects. We identified different
factors relating to distributed leadership at the organizational level and at the
team level. At the organizational level, the teams talked about factors relating to
boundary management (i.e., how a team relates to the wider organization). At the
team level, factors related to how the team was designed and what affected team
effectiveness were identified. Taken together, distributed leadership is made up of
the expertise and input from individual members from within and outside the
team combined.

We concluded that “In order for distributed leadership to work effectively, it
seems that organizations need to approach leadership development in a different
way than traditional conceptions of leadership would direct. Instead of focusing on
the development of the leadership capabilities of an organization’s designated
leaders, focus would shift to investing not only in developing leadership skills of
the workforce as a whole, but also to facilitating the conditions conductive for the
emergence of successful distributed leadership and the formation of informal
networks of expertise” (van Ameijde et al., 2009, p. 777). Managers thus need to
simultaneously develop the leadership skills of the teams themselves and provide
the conditions for distributive leadership to succeed. Vice versa, if the conditions
for distributive leadership are there without developing the leadership skills of the
team, this may lead to confusion and misalignment of teams with the wider
organisational context.

Distributive leadership is affected by culture in two ways. First, since
distributive leadership reflects the pro-active involvement of team members, their
cultural background will affect the management of any projects. If some members
believe in ‘high status’ or ‘risk taking’, whereas others do not, then this needs to
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be discussed so an approach can be alligned.
Secondly, in some organisations, the

concept of distributive leadership may not

be desirable. Again, this is due to cultural
differences in terms of how projects are
managed most effectively. Nonetheless, if an
organisation is medium to large in size, with
different teams working on different projects
in different departments, then Distributive Leadership may be something to
consider.

Negotiation

If asked, would you perceive yourself as a problem solver? Would you
describe yourself as someone who integrates people’s thinking during a
negotiation and who communicates clearly? Someone who deems values such as
social justice, equality, and helpfulness as important? Well, studies have shown
that the majority of people describe themselves as such. Yet, the world is in
conflict, people cannot always come to agreements and often find it challenging to
work with others, particularly with those different to themselves.

Take another moment to think about solving problems. What does that
entail for you? Would that definition be the same for everyone? Secondly, you want
to solve the problem so you choose to communicate this in a certain way. Would
everybody perceive it as as open/diplomatic (i.e., direct/indirect) as you intended?
Or could they see it as rude/indecisive?

There’s a plethora of negotiation research and models. Very famous are the
Prisoner’s dilemma games, which can train people in effective negotiation for a
win-win solution. Initially, the two approaches to a negotiation that a manager
could take were cooperative vs. competitive. Other strategies are, for example,
dominating, avoiding, obliging, compromising and integrating. Particularly the
avoiding strategy is seen as effective depending on one’s cultural background. Any
American management textbook would tell you that avoiding represents a lack of
concern for oneself and the other (i.e., apathy). However, in Asian countries
avoiding is seen as a face saving strategy, reflective of a high concern for oneself
and the other.

In a comparison of managers’ preferred conflict management styles, I found
that, although both perceived themselves to be problem solving, the big difference
was that the one party (Dutch managers) viewed a direct and consultative way of
communicating the best way forward, whereas the other party (British managers)
viewed an indirect and consultative way of communicating the best way forward.
So, for example, Dutch managers would lay their cards out in the open and tell
everybody how it is, whereas the British felt that a more indirect, harmonious way
would be the best approach to a negotiation.

What’s more, they perceived the other party as more dominating than how
managers perceived themselves (van Meurs, 2003). This is very common: we think
we’re good managers who are in tune with the other, not realising they see us as
being out for our own gain. Perhaps it reflects the suspicious minds of people in
general. Interestingly, in this study and in many others, managers shared
common (organisational) values (i.e., there was value congruence or fit) but it
seems that their interpretation of effective negotiation behaviour just differed.
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The above example highlights that even if you established the ‘why’ and
you've appreciated that you yourself have certain do’s and don’ts particular to
your culture or personality, then the next caveat is the dissonance in perception of
best practice, i.e., you may not see the other the way they intended you to see
them. For example, a manager may ask a Chinese employee what he/she thinks of
the presentation the manager just gave. Perhaps the presentation was awful. The
Chinese desirable way of handling this predicament would be to say something
along the lines of “your handouts were very well organised” or “I think you manage
the team very well”. To the manager, this feedback may seem irrelevant and
frustrating. For the Chinese employee, it saved face of both parties.

CONCLUSION

Fact 1: Most people in the world would agree that values such as generosity,
justice, tolerance and kindness are the most important guiding principles in one’s
life. Fact 2: Universally, people think that the most effective way of making
decisions and solving a problem is by considering your own and others’ ideas and
integrating them. Fact 3: Most people would agree that effective intercultural
communication involves a positive approach, understanding and clarity. Fact 4:
Across the globe, people view good leaders as someone with charisma and integrity,
who is a team builder.

Why are these facts? Because a plethora of studies have shown time and
again that this is what people think. The crux of intercultural interaction is that,
apart from core values such as kindness, tolerance, and generosity, people differ
in terms of many other values that guide their behaviour. Secondly, although
people agree that an integration of ideas and communicating these clearly is best
practice, an agreement on how to do that is not universal. Managers should be
aware of these pitfalls and double check at meetings how people perceive how
they’ll ‘integrate ideas’ and ‘communicate clearly’. Finally, in terms of leadership,
who decides what is ‘charismatic’ and what are good ‘team building’ exercises?

As a busy professional, you may not have time to delve into the particulars
of the people you meet; read up on their culture, check their CV, etc. You don’t
have to — the reason why people have enjoyed travel and social events for centuries
is that we’re social animals and we have the ability to communicate. Now, you can
do this intelligently, which may expose differences in terms of cultural values and
ways of doing things, while being aware of your own (subjective) preferences.
Others’ indirectness is not necessarily a sign of apathy but may reflect a need for
harmony. In turn, your pro-activeness can be perceived as rude and imposing. The
only way to find out is by asking the right questions and double check intentions
when you receive an unexpected reply. And remember, there is no shame in
kindness.

In brief:

Suspend judgement and find out the ‘why’

Be aware of your own (subjective) values and norms

Appreciate that others may perceive your actions not as you intended
Drop the PC act but remain professional
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If you found this report informative please email Dr. Nathalie van Meurs at n.van-
meurs@mdx.ac.uk — it is important for me to know how the report is received and if it has had a
practical impact.

If you would like to learn more, then there are 3 things you can do depending on who else could
benefit and how much time you have:
1. Informal meetings can be arranged by emailing me at n.van-meurs@mdx.ac.uk
2. I am available for workshops and presentations at a fraction of the cost compared to expensive
consultancies
3. Courses at undergraduate and MBA level that are taught by me are currently available at
Middlesex University Business School. I also supervise Masters and PhD students. www.mdx.ac.uk
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