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Introduction

This book answers the following question:

What do I need to know about people from European countries that will help us work successfully together?

The first edition of this book was published in 1990. At that time there were 12 members of the European Union. In the decade or so since then there have been extraordinary changes. Communism collapsed, the Berlin Wall came down, and the two Germanys united. Three more countries joined the EU and the applications for membership of a further 13 countries have been accepted and are at various stages of implementation. Twelve countries replaced their currencies with the euro. The political, economic, and social environments of all the member states have changed, none more dramatically than Ireland, Spain, and Italy. Privatization and deregulation have transformed sectors such as air transportation and telecommunications. The personal computer, the mobile phone, and the internet have revolutionized how we work together. By the time you read this there will doubtless have been more developments, a few of which may make some facts in this book out of date. Unless these changes are cataclysmic, however, I am confident that the underlying arguments will remain valid.


EUROPE AND THE EUROPEAN UNION

[image: image]

The Helsinki European Council declared in December 1999 that, provided the necessary institutional reform is in place, the Union “should be in a position to welcome new member states from the end of 2002 as soon as they have demonstrated their ability to assume the obligations of membership, and once the negotiating process has been successfully completed.” Countries are expected to become full members by participating in European Parliament elections between 2004 and 2007.



Change will surely continue to accelerate in ways that we cannot predict. Enlargement of the EU will open up new markets with well-educated, younger populations. However, this will come at a price—political strains on EU institutions and the economic strains of absorbing undercapitalized, unreformed, and underperforming economies. Developments outside Europe will also have a material effect on the personal and working lives of Europeans. The events of September 11, 2001 brought into focus many issues that had previously been ignored: the need to combat terrorism directly, of course, but also to address the political and economic conditions that give rise to it.

The great migrations and colonizations of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries continue unabated into the twenty-first. It is estimated that at any one time there are 12 million migrants on the move, uprooted by economic and social injustice. Some of them seek their fortunes in Europe. How they are welcomed and assimilated is a perennial social and political issue. We can choose to address the causes and management of migration or raise the walls of fortress Europe around our aging and affluent citizens. Globalization, especially terms of trade, environmental policies, and oil politics, whether managed wisely or not, will also lead to shifts in the European business environment.


IN YOUR BUSINESS

[image: image] Do you use first names or last names?

[image: image] Do you make jokes at meetings and presentations?

[image: image] Do people pay more attention to what you say or to what you write?

[image: image] Can you do business before developing good personal relationships?

[image: image] How important are socializing and hospitality?

[image: image] How important is punctuality? Does everything start exactly on time?

[image: image] Where do the most important conversations take place? In the office or somewhere else?

[image: image] At meetings is there a detailed agenda or spontaneous discussion?

[image: image] Does everyone contribute equally or does the boss dominate?

[image: image] Does everyone have to agree on a decision or does the boss decide?

Will people from other cultures give the same answers?

What do the answers tell you about deeply held values and expectations and beliefs?

How do you create and manage a team whose members give different answers?



In this changing world individual people carry on getting up and going to work and doing the best they can for themselves and their families. This book is not about European geopolitics. It is about the values and behavior of people within their organizations. In the following pages I have tried to reflect the changes that affect people’s working lives while not losing sight of those fundamental values and behavior.

The book is based on interviews with managers working in countries other than their own, seminars and workshops I have conducted throughout Europe and the US, web-based attitude surveys, and my own experience of 15 years with an American bank. It is not meant to be a book for scholars but for people who deal with cultural differences in their working day. I have excluded anything that the people I spoke to think is irrelevant. The country chapters, for example, are not written to a formula. This is because in some countries aspects of history or geography or behavior are more relevant to understanding people than in others.

In addition, I have a company that markets Russian biotechnology in several western countries and have revised this edition in the light of my experience, so I am confident that it is practical and relevant.

Managing diversity and change

For working people the challenge remains to manage diversity and change simultaneously. The European Union will continue to foster partnerships and joint ventures, mergers and acquisitions, within its territory and across its borders. It has prompted multinationals to convert national subsidiaries into product groups managed by multinational teams. Their effectiveness depends on how well managers of different nationalities work together. Global markets demand a global corporate culture that does not impose uniformity but capitalizes on diversity.

Creating a global business culture takes place on many levels and in several timeframes. At senior executive level there may be a need to create a strategy for developing a business culture appropriate to global goals with measurable objectives and benchmarks. In the short term there may be an immediate problem with dysfunctional multicultural teams. In between these two extremes are skills such as negotiating across cultures and managing project teams. Your culture is changing all the time and will do so ever more quickly with the impacts of globalization and technological development. The question is not whether you want culture change but whether you want to manage it.

Working together is different from doing business together as buyer and seller. It requires a deeper understanding of why people from different backgrounds behave the way they do.

A frequent reaction to the different ways that other people do things is judgmental and condescending—“typical German/Italian/Brit”—or something much ruder. Our reactions derive as much from our own attitudes and values as from those underlying the behavior of others. When people pick up this book their first inclination is to look up their own country. They usually want to check if I have got it right, but I hope it has a positive effect too. Understanding one’s own culture is a prerequisite for understanding other people’s. If this book is an encouragement to suspend judgment and ask why we act in the way we do, it will have succeeded.

About this book

The book is in two parts. The first examines the fundamental differences between European organizational cultures from the point of view of individual managers working within them. It looks at the behavior, values, and beliefs that have most influence on our working relationships with colleagues, bosses, subordinates, and the outside world, within the framework of the Culture Triangle of communication, leadership, and organization. It suggests a simple tool, the Mole Map, for examining different ways in which organizations work.

The second part consists of brief and generalized portraits of the countries of Europe, concentrating on aspects that most affect the national way of doing business. They provide the overall context in which individual organizations operate. The principle was to talk to people of at least three different nationalities about each country, so the result is an amalgam of different national viewpoints. These chapters should be read in addition to more technical books and websites on business practice, taxation, legislation, accounting, and so on, as well as general guides.

[image: image]

There are sound arguments for thinking about European culture on a regional rather than a national basis. A French person living on the North Sea coast may have more in common with a Belgian or a Brit than with a compatriot from the Mediterranean. I have stuck with nation states because in the area of business and organizational culture people of the same country are likely to adopt a standard way of working together. When the northerner and the southerner meet in Paris on business or work for the same company they are likely to leave their regional behavior at the office door and adopt a standard French way of doing things. If there are differences they are more likely to be associated with the industry or generation. Belgium is the only notable exception.

The countries are grouped in clusters based on a subjective assessment of their cultural similarity. The countries are different from each other and may not have a common language, but in their business cultures they are more similar to each other than to countries in other groups. An outsider with cross-cultural skills in Denmark, for example, will be able to transfer them more easily to another Nordic country than to France or Greece. For countries like Switzerland and Belgium that could be split between two groups, I have plumped for the dominant one.

Euroquiz

Scattered through the book are some quiz questions. The only basis of selection is that I found the answers entertaining. The sources are the web, Eurostat 2000, and the Economist Pocket Europe in Figures. The answers are at the back of the book.


COFFEE

Which country’s citizens drink the most coffee per capita?

Italy
Germany
Finland



The Mole Map Survey

Over three months in 2001 I conducted a web-based attitude survey about the business cultures of European and Asian countries. It was targeted at business school graduates, mostly from INSEAD, but also incorporating those of other business schools in Europe, including Russia. It was also sent to anyone in my email address book whom I knew worked with foreigners. There was a deliberate bias toward people who had graduated after 1985 in order to capture the impressions of a younger generation of business people.

There were 1,100 respondents from 35 countries and 40 nationalities, 30 percent of whom were women.

The survey did not purport to describe the business cultures of the countries concerned. The sample is heavily biased to those whose email addresses I could find and who were willing to respond. Although some simple statistical tools were applied to order the results, the survey has no statistical validity and should not be used in any form of academic research or policy making unless its basis is made clear. Its sole purpose was to substantiate the anecdotal evidence collected in interviews for this book.

That said, the results were pleasantly surprising in that they closely mirrored the ideas outlined in previous editions. There were definite and predictable differences between the results for each country. I am confident that while they do not stand up to statistical scrutiny, they are not misleading.


MURDER

Which EU country has the highest and which the lowest official murder rate?

Italy
Luxembourg
Portugal



Above all, the survey results and everything else in this book should be tested against your experience. Please ask your own questions.

If you would like to see the questions and the reason for them, please go to www.johnmole.com/survey.


PART ONE



ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURES IN EUROPE


The Culture Triangle

Culture is a system that enables individuals and groups to deal with each other and the outside world. Think of it as a spiral. At the heart of the system are shared values and beliefs and assumptions of who and what we are. They manifest themselves in our behavior and language, the groups we belong to, the nature of our society. They are further externalized in our artifacts, our art and technology, the way we deal with and change the physical world. The system also works from outside in. Our physical environment conditions our technology and art, our behavior and language, and so on to the heart of our identity.

[image: image]

Culture is a living, changing system that embraces our personal and social life. Everything we do or say is a manifestation of culture. There is no aspect of human life, from the way we say good morning to the rockets we build to go into space—or bomb our neighbor—that is not culturally conditioned.

There are three points to make about this model:

[image: image] Whatever culture they belong to, everyone does what works best for themselves and their group. American, German, and Japanese companies make cars that are virtually indistinguishable, yet the cultures that produce them are very different. The only success criterion of a culture is how effective it is in ensuring its survival and prosperity. No culture is intrinsically “better” than any other.

[image: image] No culture is static. It turns like our spiral. As the rim of a wheel turns faster than its axle, the values at the heart of a culture change more slowly than the technology at the edge, but they still change. And if something changes it can be directed.

[image: image] The way people behave is not accidental or arbitrary. The external characteristics of culture, from its superficial etiquette to its architecture, are rooted in its hidden values and beliefs. If the externals need to change then so must the values, and vice versa.

As well as debating what culture is, it is also interesting to look at what culture does. Whether it is national or corporate, culture is a mechanism for uniting people in a common purpose with a common language and with common values and ideas. It can liberate and empower individuals with a sense of self that transcends their own singularity. Or it can create prisoners of a culture no longer appropriate for its time and circumstance, which isolates its members and threatens those outside it.

[image: image]

Corporate cultures are determined by the interaction of parent culture, technology, and the external environment. Again, these are never static and can therefore be directed; there is no “right” culture, only a successful one; and the externals are rooted in deep underlying values.

When people from different nationalities or cultures come together in teams, meetings, negotiations, or as employees of the same company, they bring with them different expectations and beliefs of how they should work together. They have different concepts of what an organization is, how it should be managed, and how they should behave within it.

[image: image]

Cultures of all kinds are invisible until they encounter others, when the differences become apparent. The least dangerous differences are the obvious ones—we notice them and can make adjustments. The dangerous ones are those that lie beneath the surface. In a corporate environment beliefs about the role of the boss, the function of meetings, the relevance of planning, the importance of teamwork, or the very purpose of an organization are often taken for granted among colleagues. Yet they can be very different even among close neighbors. Outward similarities between European business goals can conceal real differences in how they should be realized.

The way others do things is not different out of stupidity or carelessness or incompetence or malice, although it may appear so. Most people do what seems right at the time. The judgment of what is right is rooted in habit, tradition, beliefs, values, attitudes, and accepted norms; in other words, the culture to which that person belongs.

The purpose of this book is not simply to identify cultural differences. It is to identify which of those differences have a serious impact on the way we work together. It is based on a large number of anecdotes and impressions and judgments, ranging from the trivial to the profound. Not that the trivial is unimportant: It can be a source of constant irritation as well as a focus for much deeper frustration. Etiquette may appear trivial—whether to use first or last names, what to wear, how to behave at lunch or at meetings. However, if you get stuck on this superficial level of interaction it is hard to penetrate to a more satisfying level of understanding and cooperation.


“We are meeting to decide on an investment proposal. I put a lot of time into studying the reports before the meeting. It is evident that my British colleagues at the meeting are examining the papers for the first time. It wastes all our time but it doesn’t stop them giving their opinions.”

(Dutch engineer)

“My staff meetings are very annoying. It is hard to get them to stick to the agenda. And they insist on discussing every point until everyone has had their say.”

(French manager of an Italian company)

“You have the impression that the French don’t realize that they are at a meeting. They don’t pay attention or they interrupt or they get up and make a phone call.”

(English director of a Franco-British company)



In researching this book among managers, business issues like objectives or strategy or technology were rarely mentioned as areas of cultural difference; difference of opinion maybe, but not misunderstanding. Most of the difficulties occurred in day-to-day interaction between bosses and subordinates, members of the same work group, other colleagues. By interaction I do not mean the degree of formality or friendliness or other aspects of personal relationships, I mean the way people behave and relate to each other in a business context.

So what determines how people behave and how they interact? In what way do they differ from company to company and country to country? And, most important, which differences get in the way of working effectively together?

[image: image]

Three categories of behavior predominate: communication, organization, and leadership—the Culture Triangle.

Communication is centered on language, although it extends into nonverbal communication and other behavior that gives messages about our expectations and beliefs.

The other two categories relate to values. The first is a set of values about organization and the role of individuals within it. How is work organized? How do you forecast and plan? How is information gathered and disseminated? How do you measure results?

The second is a set of values about leadership. Who has power? How do they get it? How do they exercise it? What is authority based on? Who takes decisions? What makes a good boss?

There is a spectrum of belief in each of these dimensions and these combine to influence how people behave toward each other.

There are many other ways of classifying corporate culture and it is possible to break communication, organization, and leadership down into a number of elements. If the human brain were capable of assimilating them in a coherent picture I would bring them all together. Like any other oversimplified theory—and I have never come across a model of human behavior that is not oversimplified—this draws attention to what is omitted as much as what is included. It would be fatuous to claim that this, or any other model, is anything more than an aid to understanding. It is a working tool rather than an explanation.


BIRTH RATE

Which country has the highest and which the lowest birth rate?

Ireland
Turkey
Latvia
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