Ten Culture-Free Premises for Working with Foreign Nationals
Culturally sensitive or culturally inept

Dr. Woody Sears, Organization Development Consultant Vilnius, Lithuania
A few years ago, I reviewed a book on culture. It included a CD, programmed to create a cultural profile based on my answers to a two-hour questionnaire. Surprisingly, I found myself rated dead center on the scale between being culturally sensitive and culturally inept. Equally unhelpful was the message that Belgium is the place I might be most successful — but neither French nor Flemish Belgium was specified!

Cultural issues are increasingly important as more of us are sent around the world to conduct business and to live. All of us make mistakes, and our cultural gaffes can be amusing or awful. Issues of etiquette and national character are presented in a variety of media, but translating from books/tapes/videos/CDs to behavior on the ground can be tricky. What you’re told to expect may have been changed by recent exposure to people from your company or country, or by input from BBC Worldwide or CNN International. Maybe it’s not happening everywhere, but “cultural homogenization” is in process that can make life simpler when working outside your home ground.

After nearly a decade as an ex-pat, usually avoiding “ugly American” behavior, ten culture-free premises have evolved to drive my interactions with foreign nationals. Actually, they’re not too different from the generic rule of treating others as you wish to be treated. Here they are for you to consider:

First, success begets success, and when you contribute to the success of others, they usually will contribute to yours. Help people succeed in their roles. Pay attention to them as individuals, know their names, the names of their kids, the things they care about. Create opportunities to thank them and acknowledge their contributions. Celebrate when praiseworthy events occur. Let no one feel that his or her contributions have been ignored. There’s no substitute for these basic transactions, and nothing gives you more power. Expect success and inspect to ensure it happens. In success-oriented organizations, excuses are unnecessary because everyone succeeds in his or her role. When you create a culture of success, outstanding performance follows. In my experience, there are no cultural imperatives to prevent your doing this!

Premise #2. Employees should participate in implementing corporate vision and strategic plans. Once outcomes are specified, let employees "buy in" and lend their support to the success of the strategic plan. It’s a mistake to ignore the people who make thousands of small decisions daily that govern how much work gets done, how soon, and how well. In relatively few hours, strategic goals can be articulated as tactical interventions defined as sub-tasks to be accomplished by named individuals or groups. Then everyone "owns" a piece of the strategic plan and gets to contribute to its success.

Premise #3. Empowered workers contribute gifts of extra effort and ingenuity. Participation affirms individuals as significant members of the corporate team. Only then are they likely to suggest better, faster, cheaper ways to do their work. Empowered employees don’t waste time or materials. They plan their work, help each other when appropriate, and create a social infrastructure that protects against sagging morale and declining productivity. Those skills are an undiscovered resource lying fallow in most organizations — just because no one thinks to ask employees, "Isn't there a better way to do this?" If managers listen and give credit for ideas used, this powerful energy can build a cooperative community.

Premise #4: All people want to receive value for their money. Things are worth what people are willing to pay. But when they pay, they want full measure of quality and quantity for their money. That’s the essence of customer service, good salesmanship, effective merchandising, and is an expectation fundamental to all continuing relationships. The way to maintain relationships — with customers, co-workers, friends — is to ensure that expectations are defined, clarified, negotiated when necessary, and met fully each time. True, the "real world" is filled with compromises, failed expectations, and disappointments. But where variables can be manipulated to deliver quality products, services, or outcomes, it’s worth the effort. People notice, and it matters. Shortchanging people is a disaster that persists and multiplies. Unhappy people (at work and in the market) tell many others!

Premise #5. Standards are required to define values and expectations. We live in a world of standards — kilos, liters, kilometers-per-gallon, etc. Standards convey meaning and value. Otherwise, misunderstandings result. Customers can adjust expectations in a trade-off with price and delivery schedule. But what about in-company standards and means for simplifying processes, standardizing procedures, reducing numbers of independent variables and failed expectations? And what about standards re: interpersonal relations, communicating, and sharing information? Involving associates in identifying and acting on these opportunities for improvement is a major leadership challenge, but the results can be spectacular. 

Premise #6. Inspection is the heart of systems of standards and expectations. Pre-determined criteria are used to assess adherence to design specifications (quality), progress toward completion (schedule), and consumption of resources (costs), and to "failure-proof" tasks by providing structural support for individual and group success. One of the great legacies of W. Edwards Deming is his assertion that quality must be built into processes, rather than resulting from inspections. That means the people who do the work have to attest to the fact that their work meets standards. More than any other management decision, allowing individuals at work to be responsible adults rather than oversized children in an elementary school environment is mandatory for success. Despite popular notions about "freedom to fail," success-assurance focuses employees on performance and permits everyone greater job satisfaction.

Premise #7. Routine replication of processes and procedures produces profits (RRPPPP). Assembly lines prove this point. But off the production floor, processes frequently are ill-defined and develop frustrating rhythms of their own. Invoices are late, accounts age, cash flow is restricted, and all because production disciplines are not extended to executive and administrative areas. When processes are allowed to become idiosyncratic, they become person-dependent and unreliable. Cleaning up the procedural environment to achieve RRPPPP is an ideal challenge for the people who do the work – especially when they understand that (1) overhead is the enemy of profit; and (2) that profitable performance is the best insurance against layoffs.

Premise #8. Quality results from intelligent use of controls designed as fast feedback on variance from plans. Fast feedback, early warning that work is off plan, allows managers to make prompt and cost-effective corrections. When remedial action is delayed, costs and schedules will be impacted, and sometimes, quality as well. Alert and informed workers provide the best access to early-warning information.

Premise #9. Performance measurement validates the organization's ability to meet goals. If something can’t be measured, probably it doesn’t exist. Companies run on information, not on faith. Still, people say, "Well, measurement is a good idea, but my job is too unique to be put on a meter." How, then, is value assessed and a salary justified? In a world of RRPPPP, everything gets measured, weighed, and tested for value. Where there is no added value, activities are dropped. When performance is not cost-effective, entire functions can be eliminated or re-engineered. Unless satisfactory performance is a given, goal setting is an empty exercise. So is strategic planning. Performance measurement must prove that routine tasks get done better, faster, and cheaper; or, other ways to perform those tasks must be found. How else can organizations stay competitive? And survive? And guess what? Everyone who goes to work can understand this and can participate in making sure that plans work and targets are met.

Premise #10. Planning and scheduling are necessary, integrative processes. Managing is allocating resources for optimal return on investment (ROI). Planning defines necessary resources, but without scheduling, how do you know resources will be available when they’re needed? This is basic, but frequently overlooked when work is more or less routine. Forcing separation of scheduling and planning is a necessary discipline, and happens best when work is planned at high levels of detail, and flexible scheduling ensures that priority jobs can be completed on time. Not possible, you say? Not true! Planning is such a fundamental skill that every employee should be able to develop a plan at a 50-activity level of detail. That ability can be provided in four hours or less, offering everyone an equal opportunity to contribute. It creates entirely new dimensions around the concepts of communicating, work-place democracy, and building effective work groups.

Culture Free? I think so. Maybe your experience has revealed other ways to involve people outside your primary culture. In any case, I offer these ten premises. Who knows? They just might bring on your next promotion earlier than you expect. Ultimately, as the late economist Julius Lincoln Simon wrote, an organization’s people are its most important resource, its “secret weapon” in the effort to be competitive. That’s a useful point to remember in your quest for productivity, at home or abroad.



Woody Sears has been training managers and leaders since 1967. Tested in more than 200 organizations and presented in more than 100 public seminars, his techniques for resolving organizational conflicts have helped thousands of managers just like you to solve problems, develop employees, and enhance their personal effectiveness.
Early in his career, Woody was lucky to have been accepted as a resource person by Leadership Resources, Inc., one of the early behaviorally oriented consulting firms. That provided opportunities to work with and learn from many of the scholars and consultants who were developing the framework for what subsequently became Human Resource Development. Chief among those mentors was Leonard Nadler, Woody's major professor in the doctoral program at The George Washington University. Professor Nadler coined the term HRD and is the creator of that academic and professional discipline. Those experiences followed a Master's program in change management at N.C. State, and a tour as a Marine officer.

Beyond consulting and presenting public seminars (mostly on project management), Woody has designed customized project management systems for a number of companies and government agencies. Throughout his career, he has worked to simplify essential management information so it's accessible to everyone.

One of the keys to simplification is to generalize, to demonstrate that pay-off behavior at work pays off at home, too; that workers and siblings and your own kids look to you for something, and when you can deliver it, your life becomes simpler and more successful.

What's the "it" others want from you? They want you to lead them to their success, their satisfaction, their security, and to acknowledge their contributions; to confirm them as individuals worthy of self-esteem!

That's all there is to it. There are some tools and techniques that will help you, all of them rooted in management theory, scientifically proven and validated.

That's why this material is important, and why the 2007 Front Line Guide series will be valuable to you. It provides the framework for no-nonsense, adult-to-adult ways to make short-interval training work and to give managers the tools to become conflict-resolving, in-house consultants. If you'd like Woody to share his ideas and experiences directly with your staff, he's just a travel-day away.

Contact him at woodysears@gmail.com or at 370 6 99 26734 in Vilnius.

Dr. Sears’ 2007 book, The Front Line Guide to Thinking Clearly, is available from HRD Press. Contact http://www.hrdpress.com or 800-822-2801. For support in resolving organizational conflicts, contact woodysears@yahoo.com directly. 
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