







Praise for
Global Diversity

“Global Diversity focuses adeptly on the culture within cultures. A must-read for anyone who wants to navigate successfully in the world market and is not satisfied with cursory descriptions.”

—Malini Janakiraman, Director, Corporate Learning, Honeywell

“This book offers a unique approach to global diversity, one that goes beyond country-to-country communication, emphasizing the need—and tools—to understand the diversity within each country. Framing chapters expertly inform readers why this approach is effective and offer tips on how to use it, while the interior chapters present necessary information on the diversity within specific countries. It’s quite an addition to the literature!”

—William Sonnenschein, Senior Lecturer, Haas School of Business, University of California, Berkeley and Author of The Diversity Toolkit

“Global Diversity: Winning Customers and Engaging Employees within World Markets charts a course for approaching diversity and inclusion within an organizational context. The framework is pragmatic and provocative, helping evoke healthy discussion among senior leaders, colleagues and change facilitators. It is refreshing to have the authors work with diversity and inclusion as a change process and not simplify the complex topic. The thinking reflected in this book will help me, my global colleagues and others broaden our perspectives of what is possible—and will help make the world smaller.”

—Tracy Ann Curtis, Senior Manager, Asia Pacific Diversity & Inclusion, Cisco Systems Inc.

“This lucid and practical book is an essential introduction to the intercultural world of the global manager. The authoritative and thoughtful contributors have produced sophisticated analyses as well as pragmatic recommendations that will be valued by both experienced and novice professionals.”

—Janet Bennett, Executive Director, The Intercultural Communication Institute

“This book takes the reader beyond the broad brush strokes and cultural ‘tip’ sheets that may be interesting but largely ineffectual in building meaningful cultural understanding and competency. Global Diversity offers a nice balance between in-depth and practical information on each country profiled. The invitation to critically think about and discuss the diversity within cultures is implicit in the content, and that approach is a refreshing one given the increased need for cross-cultural collaboration in a globally integrated world.”

—Nadia Younes, Director, Diversity & Work-Life, Amgen, Inc.
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CHAPTER 1
Introduction

Mastering global diversity means understanding the differences that exist within countries as well as between them. The most successful business strategies utilize not only global scope but also a depth of knowledge about the various circumstances faced by local customers, employees, and suppliers. Such knowledge is vital for individual managers who are selling their company’s products and services in foreign markets, expatriates who work both with headquarters and with subsidiary operations, organizational leaders who want to upgrade and/or better leverage the capabilities of their workforce in key growth markets, and diversity professionals with limited global experience whose job is to extend corporate diversity initiatives abroad.

Global Diversity and Local Knowledge

What kind of local knowledge is necessary? Financial progress reports portray current results but provide limited insight. Business publications feature the most current stories yet sometimes lack historical and cultural perspective. It is insufficient for the virtual team member or business traveler—not to mention expatriates or corporate executives—to learn just a few dos and don’ts or key phrases pertaining to a given country. The convenient argument that the world is converging toward a single set of global commercial practices and standards with English as a common language looks increasingly dubious as many countries explicitly reject Western and particularly U.S.-based standards.

Global Diversity: Winning Customers and Engaging Employees within World Markets addresses the complexities of various countries on their own terms and describes differences among people in each location through the eyes of people who actually live there. It does more than provide facts and figures or stress the usual contrasts between the cultural values of one country versus another. Too many graduates of training programs about countries such as China, India, Germany, or the United States have discovered that although basic facts and generalizations about country norms may have some usefulness, they only go so far when one is confronted with the blooming, buzzing diversity of a major national player in the world economy.1 India, for example, has a plethora of different languages, regional cultures, religious beliefs, socioeconomic strata, and levels of education—with change occurring at various rates in each area. Savvy firms and their employees are looking for new ways to both fully grasp and leverage the tremendous internal diversity that each country holds.

How Much Is Local Knowledge Worth?

Successful diversity efforts are usually based on a strong business case. The value of extensive local knowledge about key markets around the world is underlined by the following thought exercise.

You are a potential buyer of a product or service. You have the choice of two offerings. One is provided by a firm that speaks your language, has a facility located in your part of the country, and has incorporated features that appeal to people of your particular age, gender, and socioeconomic background. The other product, although technically superior, is being sold by a foreign company that does not have those other advantages. Which product will you choose to buy?

Customers around the world make such choices countless times each day. The consistent winners in the marketplace are firms offering products adapted to fit local variations in needs and tastes that are presented by people who know how to use the buyer’s own language, both literally and figuratively. The end result is that the potential customer feels a level of comfort that leads to a purchase: “They understand me and I can trust them.”

Domestic enterprises have no monopoly on the advantages of local knowledge. Customers may mistakenly assume that foreign firms are local enterprises if they are sufficiently well adapted; foreign origin is even seen as a plus in some countries when it is accompanied by quality, price, and features that fit local circumstances. It is not always necessary to get everything right the first time. Japanese automakers were laughed at when they first started to export boxy, cheap-looking, low-priced vehicles abroad. Today in Europe they offer a range of sporty subcompacts with diesel engine options and attractive styling, while buyers in North America can select from a full menu of sedans, SUVs, and high-powered pickups with rugged-sounding names like “Titan” or “Tundra.”

The experience of Microsoft in India offers a sense of the spectrum of potential economic consequences that stem from local knowledge—or the lack of it. It might seem that such a sophisticated competitor, with an enviable number of advanced academic degrees among its employees, would be immune to cultural errors of the “Pepsi Brings Your Ancestors Back from the Dead” variety that became urban legends in previous eras.2 However, in a recent talk, Tom Edwards, a Microsoft executive, confessed to a mistaken coloration of pixels on a map of India that depicted disputed Kashmiri territory in the north of the country as non-Indian. Because this touched a sensitive nerve related to decades of conflict and territorial dispute between Pakistan and India as well as internal conflicts with Muslim separatists in the region, the Microsoft product that contained it was immediately banned in India, and the company had to recall 200,000 copies at a cost of millions of dollars. Edwards’ comment was, “Some of our employees, however bright they may be, have only a hazy idea about the rest of the world.”3 This lack of knowledge led to neglect of a volatile subject related to India’s own internal religious diversity and political history that almost any Indian would recognize.

Yet Microsoft has also made some very smart moves in India that reflect sensitivity to its internal diversity. The larger issue for Microsoft in India is whether the country’s institutions and burgeoning software industry will ultimately favor Microsoft’s operating system or competing open-source software from Linux—in this case, there are not just millions of dollars at stake but billions. Microsoft has recognized that Indian attitudes toward its products in both the government and private sectors will be shaped by the contribution the company makes to address the issues crucial to contemporary India, such as economic development, education, and health care. Microsoft needs to defend and expand its market presence through its local knowledge of the huge disparities that exist among Indians themselves.

This challenge has received top-level attention at Microsoft, which is pushing forward on all fronts. During a trip to India several years ago, Bill Gates discussed substantial new investments in Microsoft’s software development center in Hyderabad, a burgeoning city in the south of India; he also made public a $20 million contribution to an online training program targeted at training tens of thousands of teachers and several million students over several years. On the initial day of the same trip, during the course of a full day devoted to philanthropic activity described as being unrelated to the commercial purposes of the visit, Gates announced a $100 million grant from the Gates Foundation to help address the growing issue of AIDS. At the time, this was the single largest donation given by the foundation to any country.4

Meanwhile, Microsoft is busy addressing a uniquely Indian business opportunity—calling upon its Hyderabad software engineers to provide translations of standard Microsoft products into local languages such as Hindi, Bengali, and Malayalam. India has one of the world’s most diverse collections of languages5 as well as a huge and growing consumer base. Companies like Microsoft that are alert to this situation can position themselves to profit from the localization of established software products for decades to come.

Defining Diversity: Key Variables

The dictionary definition of the term diversity refers to distinct elements or qualities—points of difference. It also means a condition of being different. The Latin root, diversus, suggests that historically this notion had a neutral, or even negative, connotation. Synonyms are different, unlike, opposed, or hostile.6

While of course differences exist across national boundaries, it is also important to recognize the contrasting ways that various countries signal and describe differences among their own people. This book explores cultures within cultures in China, India, the United Kingdom, Mexico, the United States, Russia, Japan, and Egypt refers to the diversity that exists within each of these countries. Such internal differences are handled in various ways—from tremendous creative ferment and friendly rivalries to armed combat—depending upon the country. In the United States, diversity in the cultural sense has been interpreted primarily with reference to racial, ethnic, or gender differences in the context of providing more equal opportunities. Contemporary usage has paired diversity with positive words such as valuing, leveraging, or even celebrating. Other countries around the world each have their own experience with and approach to ideas about how people differ, depending upon their historical and linguistic heritages.

The term diversity is used here to denote cultural differences in a broad sense that includes, but is not limited to, racial or ethnic differences. The following list of variables can serve as a descriptive template—a way of organizing and depicting the types of differences that appear to exist. It is also intended to be a tool for constructive inquiry or a means of discovering more, both about the possible factors that are listed and those that are not listed. The “Other” category included in this list is a conscious acknowledgement that there are bound to be additional variables important to particular countries, and that the list should remain open-ended.

Cultural Diversity: Key Variables
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Differences that stem from these variables are not necessarily a matter for either celebration or consternation—what is most important for our purposes here is that they do have practical consequences in the workplace. The evidence available for culturally diverse groups suggests that in spite of some of the more cheerful rhetoric about cultural diversity, differences between people can have a positive, negative, or neutral impact on workplace performance. In a team context, for example, it is important to recognize and deal effectively with potential negatives associated with a diverse membership: trouble in reaching agreements, miscommunication, higher stress and levels of distrust, mutual stereotyping, and less overall cohesion. At the same time, cultural diversity can produce more options and better solutions when a team is managed properly, while avoiding the “group-think” to which homogeneous groups more easily succumb.7 Such positives and negatives are likely to be present whether cultural diversity takes the form of people from different countries or different cultural subgroups within the same country.

Generalizations versus Stereotypes

To say that Chinese are this way or French are that way may actually get in the way of learning about particular individuals if we deal primarily in stereotypes. It is important to probe beneath overly broad characterizations of the people of a given country in search of real internal diversity. However, this does not mean simply providing a more refined level of stereotypes that affirm local prejudices or the social status quo. Whether we are trying to describe common behaviors of people from an entire country or a subgroup within that country, it is best to share perceptions and offer generalizations in as objective a manner as possible rather than to reinforce stereotypes. Stereotypes are held in a way that is typically impervious to new information, while generalizations are more flexible constructs, permeable to new information or a fresh set of facts, as suggested by Figure 1-1.

What is needed is a new template for understanding global diversity that provides a common framework from one country to another while also approaching each country on its own terms. First and foremost, this template must serve as a tool for constructive dialogue with customers and employees about what aspects of local diversity are most significant to them. This does not mean viewing a country other than one’s own through the lenses of our own historical experience or ideological perspective. Instead, it requires us to clear our vision as much as possible and engage in a fresh round of inquiry. What are the contrasts that exist in a given environment based upon its own historical, economic, and cultural context? What are the differences that make a difference to the members of a country’s present workforce?

[image: image]

FIGURE 1-1. Formulation of Generalizations

The Intercultural Field and Global Diversity

There are several streams of thought and practice that have contributed to current views about global diversity. These include the intercultural field as well as approaches to domestic diversity in the United States, Europe, and elsewhere. It is not only the strengths of these approaches, however, but also their limitations that have made the need for a fresh approach to global diversity more urgent.

Managing across Borders

The intercultural field has been particularly influenced by ideas about how to compare the cultural values of different countries. There have been many contributors to this area. Perhaps the best known is Geert Hofstede, whose book Culture’s Consequences: International Differences in Work-Related Values is still regarded as a classic 25 years after its publication. Hofstede’s research, based initially on surveys of IBM employees in 40 countries, identified four cultural dimensions: Power Distance, Individualism vs. Collectivism, Masculinity vs. Femininity, and Uncertainty Avoidance that highlighted contrasts in values between respondents from these countries.8 Hofstede also incorporated a dimension related to time, Long-Term Orientation vs. Short-Term Orientation, based on research by Chinese scholars.9

Subsequent models have extended ideas about national dimensions of culture and have drawn out their applications to doing business across borders. Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck, Hampden-Turner, Trompenaars, Walker, Peterson, Schwartz, McCrae, Inglehart, and Matsumoto have all made useful contributions.10 Thanks to the efforts of these people, as well as others, concepts that were once seen as marginal from a corporate perspective have now been integrated into standard programs for orienting expatriates, training global managers, facilitating the work of global teams, and developing corporate leaders.

Figure 1-2 shows a sample comparison of several countries covered in later chapters of this book across six dimensions; it incorporates data from Hofstede as well as from other more contemporary sources. Participants in intercultural programs are commonly asked to consider the areas of overlap as well as gaps between their own personal profiles and the average scores for other countries they do business with. Implications for topics such as how to sell to customers, manage subordinates, or negotiate with suppliers in a cross-border setting are then considered. For example, a large gap between two countries on the first dimension could mean that a salesperson from the country with strong “independent” values takes an individualistic approach to a customer relationship, whereas the purchasing manager in the interdependent host country would respond more favorably to an approach that addresses a group-oriented decision-making process. This contrast suggests that a modified sales approach better suited to the host country customer’s norms would be more effective.

[image: image]

FIGURE 1-2. Comparison of Cultural Dimensions Among Countries

Source: Aperian Global; based upon the Matsumoto Self-Assessment Tool, Copyright 2004 Dr. David Matsumoto.

Dimension Dogma?

Although the notion of cultural dimensions has been a powerful and useful tool for decades, its very strength can become an obstacle if it leads us to neglect equally important areas. Knowledge of national cultural differences and the dimensions used to characterize them is necessary, but it is not sufficient by itself. There is diversity not only between cultures but also within them. Those who complete training programs or read publications focused on these cultural dimensions sometimes react with comments such as, “I know that Chinese are less risk-oriented overall, but isn’t there a lot of variety among them?” or, “India seems like such a big and complex country; I understand that they are more hierarchical, but isn’t there a lot of variation between different industries such as software or manufacturing?” Unfortunately, all too often what they learn beyond the general dimensions is at best a smattering of disconnected facts and historical events.

The dimensions, even when they are taught well, provide only a partial framework for understanding cultural differences and some clues for how to modify behavior and/or seek a hybrid solution. A bell curve formula is used to define cultural norms, but these dimensions were never intended to be a complete solution for identifying cultural subgroups or for determining how to work effectively with them. Likewise, such dimensions can help us to understand other individuals from different environments, yet are by no means a complete guide to the tremendous individual variation that exists within every culture. As with most good maps they have edges, and there are important things that are off of the map.

One area that deserves more systematic investigation by the intercultural field is the implications of country-level comparisons for practical workplace skills. Such efforts are already underway.11 A further step, which is the focus here, is to develop a more methodical approach to analyzing and conveying the tremendous diversity that exists within cultures around the world—that is, cultures within cultures. For this purpose, the dimensions that have served so well to identify broad differences between cultures must be supplemented by other variables. Interculturalists are increasingly being invited to design and deliver programs that have a global diversity label, or that are requested by people in a global diversity function. It is vital that their response does not impose the same familiar dimensions on what could be a fresh and intriguing question: What does global diversity really mean?

The Diversity Field in the United States

Diversity is well established in the United States as a subject that warrants attention by corporations. IBM, for example, claims that its diversity and inclusion efforts began as early as 1953 with a letter advocating equal opportunity. This letter was written by Thomas Watson, Jr., IBM’s CEO at the time. Today, the majority of Fortune 500 companies have an individual or a team whose responsibilities focus on enhancing the diversity of an organization and developing strategies and initiatives to address diversity issues. At the most sophisticated level, diversity leaders are tasked with culture change. Their job is to ensure that the workplace environment is inclusive of all employees, whatever forms of diversity they represent, and that each employee has access to opportunities for development and promotion. On a more basic level, diversity leaders are tasked with the maintaining internal demographic data, compiling Affirmative Action (AA) and Equal Employment Opportunity (EEO) reports, and resolving employee issues related to discrimination on an individual or group basis.

The sophistication and scope of corporate diversity efforts are frequently related to the length of time that diversity has been acknowledged as a business and moral imperative for a particular corporation. Diversity consultants and theorists frequently use a continuum to characterize the three key areas of focus related to diversity and inclusion—opening doors, opening minds, and changing organizational cultures. Historically, these three phases came into being in and are associated with different eras—opening doors in the 1960s and 1970s, opening minds in the 1980s and early 1990s, and changing organizational cultures from the mid- to late 1990s to the present. The overall thrust in recent years has been to go beyond legal compliance to focus on potential sources of bottom-line competitive advantage.

Some U.S. companies have worked through all three phases in their historical sequence and have made considerable progress in enhancing representation and creating a work environment inclusive of all employees over the past 30 years. Recently, many of these companies have begun to make connections between dealing with the competitive challenges of globalization and involving their global employee population in workforce initiatives that have brought about positive results in their home country organizations.

Other companies are latecomers to diversity efforts and find themselves catapulted into a crash course in diversity after becoming a government contractor or the target of a high-profile lawsuit. Well-known cases of the latter include Mitsubishi Motors and the Denny’s restaurant chain, which were both hit with costly lawsuits related to workplace discrimination. Diversity efforts in most companies have ebbed and flowed in visibility and intensity based on factors such as market realities, business growth and profit, mergers and acquisitions, global expansion, availability of critical labor, and public relations problems.

Another, more personal, factor has been the commitment to diversity by an individual CEO or business unit leader. Stories abound in the diversity field of corporate executives whose stance toward diversity resulted from having a family member who faced limited opportunities due to being disabled, gay, or female; some have also experienced their own challenges as a female or a person of color. These epiphanies by leadership, while they have an impact on the corporate culture for a time, may be as transient as the leaders themselves.

Diversity Fatigue and Global Diversity

It is, in fact, this inconsistent attention by corporations to diversity—whatever causes are behind it—that leads to the skepticism of employees when they are invited to a diversity seminar or hear about a new diversity-related program. Diversity leaders, especially in those corporations with a long-term focus on diversity, acknowledge a state of diversity fatigue, a kind of “been there, done that” feeling about programs that once again spotlight the intransigence of deep-seated issues related to race, ethnicity, gender, age, disability, and sexual orientation as well as the limited progress that has been made on such issues within the organization over time. The need to reinforce constantly the awareness that diversity issues exist in the workplace may even divert attention away from related and equally crucial tasks such as developing the interpersonal and team skills that will foster a truly inclusive work environment.

In the late 1990s and early years of the new millennium, the sense of diversity fatigue in many of the more diversity-savvy companies converged with the need and desire to extend outside of the United States the good work that was being done in the name of diversity. The term global diversity has increasingly been used in reference to these efforts. As other human capital initiatives are being rolled out to non-U.S.–based employees—learning and development, performance management, corporate values, and competencies—it is both sensible and cost effective to include diversity as part of this global organizational change package. This movement has been part of the third area of focus in the diversity continuum: changing organizational cultures. It advocates the involvement of all employees in diversity efforts and has multicultural, organizational development, and change management components; most important, it also focuses on return on investment (ROI) and competitive advantage. These trends are in contrast to the previous two phases—opening doors and opening minds—that were primarily domestic in focus.

Three Phases of U.S. Diversity

Global diversity is now being highlighted by many companies as a new and more comprehensive challenge than the domestic issues that have been of primary concern to date. It is seen as a natural extension of domestic diversity programs and as possibly offering wider promise from a business standpoint. Some firms prefer to have one department that handles both domestic and international diversity concerns. They also want this department to operate in a way that is parallel to the global business unit structure which requires each major unit or division of a company to run its own business worldwide, as opposed to having a separate international division or semiautonomous countries or regions. For anyone working in this type of structure who is interested in career advancement and a healthy budget, there is a great deal of pressure to say, “Sure, we can do global too.”

Yet diversity professionals in the United States today face difficulties on a number of fronts. Some find that their backgrounds and work experience do not prepare them for being internal or external consultants on the complex issues of organizational development and change management that they now find themselves charged with. Others, while widely experienced in the issues of U.S. diversity, have spent little or no time outside the country, are unfamiliar with intercultural communication theory, and lack knowledge of the learning styles of people who have not been educated in the United States. This can lead to misdirected efforts and diversity training faux pas.

These professionals may suddenly find themselves leading a global diversity effort merely because they are situated at corporate headquarters. Without global experience, they sometimes lack the necessary credibility when trying to spread the diversity or inclusion message outside the United States. They can be stymied by budget and travel limitations outside of their control that force them to attempt to implement change through virtual methodologies such as video and teleconferences and online learning. They encounter resistance, passive or active, and receive bemused or confused looks when they attempt to explain their mission to local nationals. They might, with the best of intentions, impose the corporate U.S. stance on diversity without coming to a true understanding of local needs.

Global diversity of this kind is often met with resistance by non-U.S. employees who are on the receiving end of such well-meaning initiatives. Diversity is seen by some as a uniquely U.S. phenomenon based on its history and cultural institutions, with an emphasis on particular issues such as race relations or gender roles. When diversity is regarded as a U.S. problem, employees outside the United States may resist investing energy and allocating precious budget resources to address a problem they do not see as their own. In many cultures, diversity is also equated with focusing on differences, which may seem both countercultural and undesirable. The Balkans, for example, is a region where even in all-too-recent times cultural differences have been the cause of lethal conflict and grief rather than of celebration.

The resistance to U.S.-style diversity in other countries can be further exacerbated by well-intended training programs that are exported without adapting instructional techniques and content to fit local circumstances. As with other programs exported from headquarters, the learning and participation styles of overseas employees may run contrary to the expectations of facilitators accustomed to interacting with domestic audiences. A facilitator who equates heated debate and questioning with resistance would most likely be seen as hostile and defensive in Europe and Israel. More passive participants, who are accustomed to a lecture style of presentation, could be labeled resistant or disinterested by a U.S. facilitator, when instead what is required is adaptation of training styles to focus on small-group interactions and to accommodate limited English-language capabilities.

When introduced to a scenario depicting race relations in the United States, an Asian or Latin American audience may encounter names and faces that resemble their own, but feel no connection to the situations portrayed. French and Germans are understandably puzzled by and question the relevance of programs using videos that portray gender communication styles based on U.S. norms. Latin American men and women may question the imposition of U.S. rules around gender interactions in their own relationships with colleagues and customers. This is not to say that any of these audiences do not have their own diversity or inclusion issues, but often U.S.-based corporations neglect to ask or take the time to understand what kinds of diversity challenges exist for their employees outside the United States.

Other Approaches to Domestic Diversity

The primary focus of this book is both a critique and a response to global diversity models that have originated in the United States. With this in mind, however, it is valuable to consider approaches to diversity in other countries, as well as the regulatory framework that shapes their corporate policies and practices. Nations such as Canada, South Africa, and Sweden provide distinctive examples of homegrown diversity approaches that are different from U.S. paradigms (See Appendix A). Some of these directions, particularly the ones taken by multinational corporations based in Europe, are increasingly shaping global diversity policies that diverge from those of U.S. companies.

Global Diversity: Going from Questions to Answers

The topic of global diversity is thus a moving target. As indicated in this introduction, it refers to (1) differences that exist within national cultures as well as between them, and (2) a corporate movement with roots in the United States and in other countries that promotes equal opportunity and employee involvement with the aim of creating competitive advantage. This book will take a twofold approach that explores diversity within a number of national cultures while offering to organizations a model of inclusion that can be readily adapted to various national contexts.

Each of the chapters that follow focuses on a particular country and explores the differences that exist within it, applying the most relevant variables among the 14 outlined above to describe internal differences that are relevant to workplace interactions. The chapter authors are either natives of the country being discussed or have lived there for many years, and are all employees or associates belonging to the Aperian Global team.12 Countries have been selected for examination here based on several criteria, including population, economic significance, and geographical balance. They are
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The final chapter will revisit the subject of global diversity as a corporate strategy for discovering new business opportunities through careful inquiry and equitable inclusion and involvement of employees around the world. It will propose a multifaceted approach to this subject that companies can use to shape their own initiatives. Domestic diversity principles and practices that travel well in a global context will be highlighted. The goal is to outline an approach to diversity that takes into account the true variety that exists within each country while also enabling every employee in a global enterprise to become an engaged and accountable contributor.
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