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Working Across Cultures - Ways of Thinking
As the workplace becomes more diverse, with people from a wider variety of cultural backgrounds working together, it is important for managers to think about the effects of culture in the workplace. What are the cultural differences that define, and too often, divide us? What do we mean when we talk about culture? How can we understand cultural influences and put them to best use?
What is Culture?
All human beings are influenced by the surrounding culture – the unspoken assumptions, codes of behaviour and values that shape our beliefs, actions and attitudes. While culture is not the sole determining factor in how humans behave, it can have powerful and subtle effects.
Cultural Forces at Work
In the workplace, most people might not realise or might not admit that their native culture has an impact on their work performance. For example, an Australian-born person with English/Scottish ancestry would probably be reluctant to say that they act a certain way at work “because” their family came from England and Scotland. In fact, many people would object to the concept that their culture determines who they are. There are many stereotypes about the “typical” characteristics and behaviors of various cultural groups, and many people would be reluctant to be defined solely according to their native culture – human beings are more complex and multi-faceted than that.
So while it is important for managers to treat their team members with equality and respect, as unique and worthy individuals in their own right, it is also important for all of us to realise that the cultures we come from do have an impact on our behaviours and choices. While none of us are solely defined or determined by the culture we are from, all of us are constantly responding to cultural influences (whether we are fully aware of them or not) that help to shape our behaviour in the workplace.
These cultural influences become most apparent when people from different cultural backgrounds are working together. By understanding cultural norms and different ways of thinking, we can help avoid misunderstandings and promote more efficient teamwork.
The Meaning of a Handshake
As a basic example of how culture influences assumptions and behavior in the workplace, consider the handshake. In Western business cultures, business introductions are done with a firm handshake, and business people are expected to make eye contact. A good handshake and steady eye contact are considered to be signs of confidence, trustworthiness, and good character.
In contrast, in Japan and certain other countries, business introductions involve bowing rather than shaking hands. Business people in Japan are expected to avoid making eye contact during introductions, as this is a sign of modesty and respect for the other person. Even in this most basic aspect of doing business, cultural values make their presence known. The cultural context makes a huge difference in how a simple handshake is interpreted.
Ultimately, managers should treat the people on their team as unique, complex individuals; there are exceptions to every rule, and not all people fit perfectly into the typical patterns of their native cultures. However, managers should remember that if there is a misunderstanding at work or if someone is not fully thriving as part of their team, sometimes the trouble can be explained by cultural differences.
Real-life Problem Scenario:
Paul is the newly-appointed manager of a culturally diverse team – mostly young people whose parents emigrated from various other countries, including Vietnam, Serbia, China, and South Africa. Paul does not have a lot of experience working with people from other cultural backgrounds. How can Paul prepare himself to lead his team in a “culturally competent” manner?
1. Paul should remember that although his team comes from a variety of different cultural backgrounds, he shouldn’t assume that their culture is the sole defining attribute that makes them operate the way they do. Human beings are complex and respond to a variety of motivators. Paul should make every effort to avoid cultural stereotypes and avoid assumptions based on culture.
2. Paul could take some time to learn about the particular cultures his team members are familiar with. There are certain leadership approaches that might work better with different cultures than others. Some cultures favour direct, open communication; others prefer indirect communication. Some cultures tend to have more authoritative leadership styles; others have less hierarchical, more collaborative arrangements. Paul should not try to adapt his leadership style to fit every situation, but he needs to be aware that certain behaviours will be perceived differently depending on a person’s cultural background.
3. Paul needs to be patient and remember to have a sense of humour about the situation. Being the leader of such a diverse team is going to be a learning experience, both for him and for his team. He should approach the opportunity with a spirit of humility and openness to new ideas.
You can download the FREE companion workbook with chapter assessment questions from www.terryanthonysmith.com/workbooks/
Individualist and Collectivist Cultures
One of the biggest defining differences between cultures is whether that culture is primarily an “Individualist” or “Collectivist” culture. Both collectivist and individualist cultures have strengths and weaknesses, and when these different cultural assumptions collide, it can present challenges (and opportunities) in a diverse workplace.
Different Countries, Different Cultures
The United States, Canada, Australia, the U.K. and Western Europe are all examples of individualist cultures – defined by an emphasis on personal freedom, independence, individual achievement, and interpersonal competition. Countries such as China, Japan, Korea and many countries in South America are generally classified as more collectivist in nature – where people are expected to conform to and support the goals of a larger group, where social harmony, consensus, interdependence and cooperation are the ideals.
Work Styles
In terms of work styles, individualist cultures often value the idea of the “heroic” individual, someone who is strong-willed and assertive, who can present breakthrough ideas and persuade others to follow a bold new vision. Collectivist cultures place more value on the idea of teamwork, with decisions often reached through consensus. Collectivist cultures often encourage a greater level of deference to authority, sensitivity to the needs of others in the group, and respect for established processes.
Causes of Conflict
Imagine a work team made up of Bob from Australia (individualist), Kim from Korea (collectivist) and Mary from Vietnam (collectivist). Bob might become impatient with the pace of the team’s work, and might suggest new and different ways of working. Kim and Mary might hesitate to try Bob’s ideas; they might feel that Bob is being rude; he ought to have more patience and respect for the work of the team.
A person from a collectivist culture might be more hesitant to speak up in a meeting with a supervisor, since openly debating ideas and challenging authority might not come as naturally to people in a collectivist culture. By the same token, a person from an individualist culture might act in ways that people from a collectivist culture would perceive to be childish or selfish – instead of respecting the needs and goals of the group, why is this person asking so many questions, and making himself the centre of attention?
Opportunities
When people from individualist and collectivist cultures work together, there can be occasional moments of friction or misunderstandings. There are also unique opportunities for people to learn from each other and create a stronger organisation. Effective team leaders will look for situations to do this.
For example, a hard-charging, fast-paced individualist might benefit from being asked to slow down, spend some time examining the process, and defer to the wisdom of his supervisors. By the same token, someone from a collectivist culture who isn’t used to sharing ideas in an open meeting might find that she enjoys having a chance to directly influence the outcome of a project, and might find new ways to contribute to the conversation.
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