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iPraise for BUSINESS BEYOND BORDERS


“Reviewing Dean Foster’s Business Beyond Borders: Stories, Tales, and Lessons Learned from Working in 100 Cultures Around the World was more than just reading a book—as I went from chapter to chapter I was engrossed with (Foster’s) stories and insights. Foster’s work goes far beyond academic theory. He begins each chapter as one might begin a real-life interaction abroad—over a meal or a casual social event—and from there, he draws out the deeper cultural dynamics that often go unnoticed… that can unlock the mindset of an entire culture. Foster gives us the tools to see beneath the surface and engage with authenticity, intention, and strategic purpose. I consider this book an indispensable resource for leaders, professionals, and aspiring entrepreneurs operating on the global stage. In fact, I wouldn’t send an individual to work internationally without ensuring they first absorb this kind of cross-cultural knowledge. When conducting career planning, executive coaching, or succession planning, I consider Foster’s insights as a vital component of helping others elevate their leadership capacity.”

—Philip Berry, former Vice President, Global Human Resources, Colgate-Palmolive; Chief Human Resource Officer of the Clinton Foundation

ii“Through engaging and powerful personal stories, collected from decades of global experience, Foster explains how deeply ingrained cultural differences can derail any deal… and offers detailed, practical advice to avoid those mishaps. From getting birdcages through Chinese customs, to cheering on an interpreter delivering a ‘creative’ translation of a joke, Dean Foster shares his decades of experiences managing cultural differences. Each story in Business Beyond Borders: Stories, Tales, and Lessons Learned from Working in 100 Cultures Around the World—sometimes amusing, sometimes poignant, always engaging—leads to important lessons learned and pragmatic advice we can all use. Foster’s curiosity, humility, humanity, passion, and patience will surely lead not only to more successful business transactions, but also to making the world a better place.”

—Gail Abbott Zimmerman, Senior Producer, CBS News “48 Hours”

“Dean Foster writes that ‘when culture is all around us, it’s sometimes hard to see it’. His intriguing new book Business Beyond Borders: Stories, Tales, and Lessons Learned from Working in 100 Cultures Around the World gives us a wonderful way to appreciate the world that sends us important messages that are all too often easy to miss. An immensely compelling and entertaining book that will be a prized possession for many readers.”

—Henry L. Tischler, Ph.D., Professor of Sociology Emeritus, Graduate Center of the City University of New York
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This book is dedicated to everyone who strives in their own way every day to build a world that goes beyond borders and boundaries.
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ixIntroduction

“Long, long ago, in a land, far, far away…” I am still enchanted by these lines, which I first heard as a child in my mom’s lap, with their promise of a story full of excitement, glamour, and adventure in unknown worlds. Worlds that I could only dream about. Who could resist that? It’s also likely part of the reason I grew up to do the kind of work that I do: I’m a cross-cultural consultant—a “culturalist,” I like to say—whose job it is to travel around the world helping people understand—or at least try not to misunderstand—each other, most of the time in order to do business more successfully, more quickly, more smoothly, and hence, more profitably, with each other. If it’s far, far away, I’m there. And even if it’s not that far away, I’m there, too, because I find few things more exciting than wrapping my head around how people can behave so differently while remaining fundamentally the same. That they embody every aspect of human possibility simply by their presence, and that their world—the culture which they have created in order to give meaning and order to their lives and those they love—presents me with a promise of new ways of seeing, tasting (yes, it often begins with that!), thinking, and feeling. Ways I never could have imagined on my own.

Over 100 Countries?

For over 35 years, I have had the immense pleasure of traveling to and working in over a hundred countries. Most of the time, I am amazed, inspired, and enlightened by the real-life stories I hear of people and organizations attempting to manage the sometimes staggering cultural differences that they present to xeach other—unintentionally and unconsciously—as they get on with the noble and often difficult task of working together. I have worked with most Fortune 500 companies, from the C-suite to the admin pool, and have journeyed with many of them as they grew from seeing managing cultural differences as an unwelcome burden of globalization to the brilliant, burning gift of enlightenment that it truly is: the opportunity to discover new solutions to old problems, to experience new ways of working, and, at the deepest levels, to transform both individual lives and the lives of their organizations. For only when we have the opportunity to step out from within the constructs that have unconsciously defined how we think, how we solve problems, how we value certain things and not others, do we then have the opportunity to grow and change and meet the challenges that life insists we meet every day. And I believe that’s a story worth telling.

Why This Book? Why Now?

Fact is, I have been telling that story—and the stories of so many of the people I have worked with—for most of those 35 years, in my presentations, in my training programs, and in my appearances around the world. The story, after all, is a global one. But after hundreds of articles—and five previous books—explaining, highlighting, outlining, and exploring culture’s impact on our global work, I realized that it was the stories that people learned best from, and that if my presentations, and my training programs had any effect, it was because that is where those stories got told. While my previous five books delve deeply into culture and work in the global world, those books are mainly “how-to” manuals for handling specific cultural issues in specific countries. Worthwhile, yes, but they were missing all the fun, delicious, and enlightening all-important stories.

xiIt was time for a book that told my real-life adventures of culture, the tales I was telling at the conferences and in the training programs, but somehow missed telling in my earlier books. It was time for a compilation of my life stories of working across cultures; it was time for Business Beyond Borders: Stories, Tales, and Lessons Learned from Working in 100 Cultures Around the World. Not just what’s the best thing to do, and the worst thing to avoid, but what I did that worked… and what didn’t. Where was it? When did it happen? How’d it turn out? My story.

It is also the right time. The world has changed dramatically since I first began my work, and much of the information about working with cultural differences has needed a long-overdue change of focus.

Thinking about Culture in the 21st Century

You see, much of the work around culture was first designed to help individuals and their organizations manage in what was back then a newly globalizing world: the “new”, late 20th century world of global work and of the global organization, as opposed to the older pre-global world of domestic markets, closed borders and restricted resources, out of which globalization was emerging. Due to globalization and technology, interacting with cultural differences became a reality, and learning how other cultures negotiated, ran meetings, organized themselves, solved problems, managed conflict, communicated—in short, how other cultures conducted all the myriad aspects of business—became essential to business success. And to what our work had to be about back then.

The reality, however, 35-plus years later, is that the global world has morphed from growing global to being global, where the cultural challenges of working across borders have evolved from “What do I need to know about working with an XYZ culture?” xiito “How do I work with many different cultures at the same time?”; from “Now that I understand Russian culture, I know why Oleg behaves that way” to “So why doesn’t Oleg behave like the other Russians on his team?” Once, the assumption was that, if we understood a particular culture, it would be a reliable predictor of the way an individual from that culture tended to behave. However, in today’s multi-cultural global world, individuals can behave very differently from the way their culture would indicate, due to many factors that are present in today’s world that simply were not as prevalent in the early days of globalization (for example, generational, gender, and multicultural influences on formative culture). There has been a shift from a global world where cultural differences seemed to operate unfettered and isolated from other global forces, such as politics, economics, and even climate change, to a world where cultures—and, consequently, the behavior of individuals and their organizations—are dynamically affected by these additional new forces. We’ve moved from a world where we did business across borders to a world where we do BUSINESS BEYOND BORDERS. Hence, this book.

Especially Now

Moving from the old pre-global world of nation-states, closed borders, and restricted resources to the new world of free trade with expanded resources across open borders represented a seismic world order-changing shift: it fundamentally required us to replace trusted pre-global tribal affiliations with untested membership in a global human experience. This is a big ask of people, organizations and nations: to imagine and willingly engage in the creation of a new (and hence, for many, frightening and dangerous) world, to risk giving up the (real or perceived) benefits of local tribal affiliations and identities for membership in a much bigger global human community. And as history repeatedly tells xiiius, this change, no matter how inevitable, is likely to be long, arduous and painful for many.

So, no surprise to find today, as this book is being published, the world is experiencing a strong reactionary blowback of anti-globalization, in terms of ideology, politics and economics. Politicians, pundits and ideologues pander to the pain. If we stay zoomed into this moment, it might appear as if globalization—in all its manifestations, including valuing understanding and working with cultural differences—is finished. But zoom out to the bigger picture, and, the bigger the picture, the more we see that the truth is just the opposite: the toothpaste is not going back in the tube, and the genie of globalization, powered as it is by technology, is here to stay. Consequently, the ability to adapt to cultural differences becomes more relevant than ever, and those organizations that recognize the importance of developing culturally competent talent succeed precisely because it gives them access to the new markets, talent, resources and ideas they need to survive. On the other side, those who deny globalization, and dismiss the relevancy and reality of culture, in a fool’s mission to somehow return to the pre-global world of the 19th century, will eventually be swept away as part of the residue of the past. Business knows this. Which is why every business today must be instantly global in order to survive. Why every business runs on technology, why every business is heavily investing in AI, why there are few businesses creating new jobs for coal miners, why Saudi Arabia is diversifying its economy away from oil, why US car manufacturers, movie makers, pharmaceutical plants, and cellphone developers are, in anticipation of economic contractions within the US (resulting from anti-globalization political agendas) increasingly turning to their global – not domestic-markets as their greatest source of new profit and growth. They may be headquartered in Detroit, but they sell, source, manufacture and grow in every country in the world. Ironically, the reactionary anti-globalization xivagendas of the moment only reinforce the fact that the greatest source of profit, resources, labor, growth and new ideas, lies not at home, but abroad. And it’s impossible to work beyond one’s borders unless you understand the cultures that are out there.

The big story, the one that smart business keeps its eyes on, is the one that arcs well beyond any temporary reactionary moment, and here it is: rarely has there been such an opportunity as there is now for the kind of human discovery that working globally with people who define their world in different ways presents. The confluence of technology, communications, and globalization makes cultural interaction an inevitability, and today we are living through the greatest moment of cross-cultural contact the world has ever known. The human potential possibilities are staggering; nevertheless, the bad news, as the headlines remind us, is that there is nothing inherent in intercultural contact that guarantees epiphanies, universal solidarity, peace, love, and kumbaya. History whispers: without information, knowledge, and awareness, intercultural contact at first typically produces fear, suspicion, and aggression. But stick with the good news for a moment: with knowledge, by learning from the other, we can both live better, more nobly. This is why, when I decided that it was time to tell my cultural stories in this book, I had to talk about culture as we encounter it today: not just as a how-to primer when working in…, not just why in this moment it’s even more important than ever before, but through stories that reveal how we experience culture today – both our own and the other’s – in a world’s that become a highly complex and inter-dependent global community.

How to Read the Stories

Therefore, I thought it would be a good idea to organize the book into two parts: in Part One (“Growing Global: Doing Business Across Cultures”) I tell my stories of working with people of xvdifferent cultures from around the world; in Part Two (“Being Global: Doing Business Beyond Cultures”) I tell my stories of working with these differences within the larger complex of today’s additional global forces. In both cases, every story ends with some very specific “lessons learned”—best practices that I believe can be immediately applied in just about everyone’s work today in lands far, far away.

Those stories from my global adventures that made it into the book were selected because, for me, they in some way stand out as the most meaningful. Each one reflects, I believe, a major cultural challenge that most people working and living abroad will experience, and the cultural issue at the heart of each story is also highlighted right in the table of contents. Each story reveals an important hidden cultural clue to understanding cultures different from our own.

By the way, just for the record, yes, all the stories are real, and they really, truly, cross-my-heart did happen to me (or to someone I knew who gladly gave me their permission to retell their adventure); and each and every one, I believe, provides insights into working in particular cultures in ways that mere “how-to” information cannot. That is, after all, the magic of telling stories.

You might also notice that many of the stories tend to tease out big meanings from small events. Part of what excites me about working with cultural difference is the way that culture reveals itself, in both big and small ways. Because culture is all around us, it’s sometimes so big we can’t even see it, and because it is the architecture of human civilization, it resides—again, invisibly—also in the smallest details. I am constantly amazed that the smallest of places, and least consequential moments between people, often reveal very big truths about a culture that must be managed if we are to succeed at any level with them. What at first may seem like an unimportant encounter with little consequence can yield a truth that has explosive power for working in that culture. xviThink of these as clues to a much bigger puzzle. No insight is too small, and with practice, you can nurture the skill of listening closely, looking intensely, and tuning in mindfully the next time your colleagues from far, far away are near. There is much more to learn from than what might first appear.

In fact, my work has convinced me that culture is the primary human force that drives human action. Individuals are certainly driven by their DNA and their personalities, but it is the particular culture that humans create that gives meaning and value to their lives. The interplay between individuals and their culture continuously redefines both. Subsequently, the insitutions within our cultures—family structures, belief systems, schools, governments, and our businesses—all reflect the culture from which they emerge. On all levels, culture’s imprimatur is ubiquitous and powerful: individuals adapt their behaviors—or not—to the requirements of their culture; social and business organizations make decisions on everything from social policy to business procedures based on the values of their culture; and nation-states make their decisions—and ultimately justify them—based on their culture’s ethos. In fact, what many have in the past seen as the critical drivers of individual, organizational, and even political behaviors, such as personal, economic, or national interest decisions, are, at the deepest level, the result of culture. It is not the other way around: social policy, or the economic decisions of a family or a business, or the political actions of a nation, do not determine the culture. Culture determines these decisions. And the facts of any given culture can be seen in both the big decisions of business and government… and in the small decisions of day-to-day individual life. It’s all a result of culture’s prophetic powers.

Finally, I do want to remind everyone that the book is written, as all books on culture can only be, by an author who has been shaped, formed, and defined in many ways by his own culture, xviiand in my case, that is as a U.S. American. I am also acutely aware that my professional life requires me to be as self-aware of my own “cultural-ness” as possible, and I believe that I do a pretty good job at that. Most of the time. But not always, and therefore, imperfectly. Perfect is not possible in this human plane in which we operate. So, while I strive always to eliminate any cultural bias, inevitably it is there, and no doubt, non-U.S. readers will notice it first, especially if the bias in any way hurts. I ask that you generously ascribe ignorance as the cause of my behavior, and not intent, as I strive to do when the shoe is on the other foot. We are all only human, after all. It is for this reason that I also retell the adventures of others from other cultures in this book, beyond my own U.S.-American perspective.

At its heart, this book is a personal narrative about people—including myself—and how anyone can discover the cultural clues hidden in their own cross-cultural experiences that point the way to greater success anywhere in the 21st-century global world, no matter who you are, where you come from, or what you do.

Let’s begin… in a land far, far away, not so long ago…
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