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or are They?

Cross Cultural 
Calamities... 
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“We didn’t all come over on the same ship, but we’re all in the same boat.”
– Bernard Baruch, American financier and statesman

A few months ago I was 
attending an Interna-
tional Supply Chain 
Conference in Asia.  
One of the session’s 

topics was ‘Sharing Supply Chain 
career success stories with fresh 
graduates in the industry’.  The aim 
of the session was to provide young 
people with some insight into the 
real world of logistics and the many 
career opportunities on offer.

A very successful logistician of 
Anglo-Saxon background, stood 
up to talk to the students.  He be-
gan by sharing what he called his 
‘secret of success’.  He encouraged 
his eager graduate audience, who 
mainly shared the hosting coun-
try’s Asian culture, to choose an in-
dustry they were really passionate 
about if they wanted to succeed. 

“Passion, hard work and a little 
bit of luck will bring the results”, 
was his sincere message. 

Some of the audience who 
shared the same cultural frame-
work as the speaker, that is an 
Anglo-Saxon understanding of 
the world, perfectly understood 
what the speaker meant and were 
nodding in agreement. However, 
the greater part of the audience, 
presumably of Asian cultural back-
ground, were frowning, fidgeting 
and staring with expressions that 
escalated to the point of mild anxi-
ety as they tried to decipher what 
this stately and articulate doyen of 
the logistics world was trying to 
impart to them. Seemingly una-
ware of this reaction, our speaker 
continued by calling on all to “fol-
low their hearts”.  

This caused even more disturb-
ing glances as by Asian reference, 

ries have been pushed back in very 
intimate ways.  In recruitment 
terms, hiring managers and HR 
professionals now work alongside 
international and cross-cultural 
colleagues. As global boundaries 
are pushed, multinationals and 
even local companies find it es-
sential to keep their competitive 
edge by hiring the best talent they 
can find.  Today this often means 
hiring new employees from glo-
bal talent banks.   Thanks to new 
technologies such as Skype, we can 
spend more time talking to col-
leagues across the other side of the 
world than the team member sit-
ting at the desk beside us.  

As a result recruitment, already 

an industry challenged with an im-
posing ‘matchmaking’ role, finds 
itself becoming increasingly the 
platform for ‘blind dating’ as the 
culturally inexperienced fumble 
their way through surprises, mu-
tual misunderstandings and inevi-
table business risks. Defined as ‘the 
personal capabilities, underlying 
characteristics and behaviours that 
drive superior performance at work 
across national boundaries’, there 
is no doubt that for today’s global 
organization, ‘cross-cultural com-
petence’ is critical.

the word passion tends to denote 
high romance.  Hardly an emo-
tion that should be expressed in a 
professional context?  Could this 
fellow be behaving inappropriate-
ly?  Driven to breaking point one 
of the students very seriously at-
tempted to decipher this seeming-
ly complex and possibly encoded 
message by asking the question 
that put a smile of understanding 
as light bulbs went off on some of 
the faces in the audience but only 
added to the confusion of others 
“what do you actually mean by 
being passionate ...about a job?” 
he asked.

Unfortunately for the poor 
speaker, this question prompted 

a long explanation of what he 
meant by passion.  This imbued 
part of the audience with a sense 
of dread as they silently willed 
both parties to put the missing 
jigsaw pieces together whilst the 
other part of the audience con-
tinued to writhe in their embar-
rassment at the inappropriateness 
of matters of the boudoir being 
referred to at a supply chain and 
logistics conference! 

Though it is comical, this little 
story is very common in today’s 
globalized economy.  The bounda-
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In recruitment terms, hiring 
managers and HR professionals 
now work alongside international 
and cross-cultural colleagues.
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Trying to conduct an interview 
in your own country where culture 
is not as problematic presents dif-
ficulties enough, so it is easy to see 
that interviewing candidates from 
another culture is even more chal-
lenging as the number of things 
that need to be correctly coded and 
evaluated increases exponentially. 

“In my years of engaging with 
foreign talent from Western coun-
tries, I find that interviewees tend 
to be more straight forward. As a 
Recruiter, being able to get more 
direct answers from candidates 
makes the screening process a 
lot less complicated, though this 
doesn’t mean that less direct an-

swers are not of less value, it is just 
that they need further probing” 
- says Carmel Perales, Regional 
Executive Search Manager at Lo-
gistics Executive. Different cultural 
backgrounds not only have differ-
ent values and therefore motives, 
but may also have direct or indirect 
conversational styles, different nar-
rative styles and indicate their at-
titude in different ways.

There are many variables at play.  
Failing to correctly interpret cross-
cultural values and behaviours for 
example, during a job interview 
revolves around how candidates 
deal with context.  Low and high 
context cultures are terms pre-
sented by the anthropologist Ed-
ward T. Hall in his book Beyond 
Culture. A candidate from a low 

context culture - where more is ex-
plained through words or verbali-
zation instead of the context such 
as Germany, Scandinavia or the 
US, will provide a lot more detail 
when asked an interview question 
than someone from a high context 
culture like China, Japan or Thai-
land, who might give a shorter or 
indirect answer. This can often be 
interpreted by the interviewer as 
either talking too much or being 
wishy-washy, when in reality it is 
more a question of communica-
tion style.  

If that’s the case and words like 
‘success’, ‘better opportunity’ and 
‘enthusiasm’ mean different things 

in cultures, how are recruiters/
interviewers supposed to conduct 
proper intercultural interviews 
and make the right hiring deci-
sions? If only there was a system 
that helped the interviewer inter-
pret cross-cultural dialogues; so 
that when the British candidates 
say “quite good”, they might 
mean “a little bit disappointing” 
or when the Chinese say “yes”, 
they might mean “I hear you, 
but I disagree”. Are there inter-
view answers that are considered 
good regardless cultural context? 
Should interview questions be de-
signed according to the cultural 
background of candidates? 

The bad news is there is no 
universal “global competency” 
that can be limited to the same 

behavioural indicators for every 
culture. While the competency 
may be global, such as leadership, 
the behavioural indicators will dif-
fer from culture to culture if that 
leader is to be effective in deliver-
ing what the organisation needs 
internationally. 

Unfortunately, the fact that it 
has become an everyday activity for 
hiring managers of various levels to 
make recruitment decisions in an 
inter-cultural context doesn’t nec-
essarily mean that they have devel-
oped a cross-cultural competence. 
Although there is little data avail-
able on the effectiveness of recruit-
ment practices across cultures, it is 
highly possible that an interviewer 
with less cross-cultural exposure 
will tend to make decisions based 
on his or her cultural experience 
and reject candidates who do not 
fit into his/her personal, cultural 
framework.

According to Ms Perales of 
Logistics Executive “There are ex-
amples in our work on a daily ba-
sis, as we recruit for clients across 
the Asia Pacific Region where the 
most talented candidates are lost 
due to cultural and communica-
tion road blocks.” This is a con-
cern, as the lack of cross-cultural 
awareness, understanding and 
sensitivity on the side of the hir-
ing organization’s decision makers 
and very often on the candidates’ 
side, can directly affect communi-
cation and assessment. These steps 
can easily lead to missing out on 
talented candidates or the wrong 
hiring decisions that don’t actually 
comply with company leadership 
and culture.

It doesn’t have to be all that 
complicated however to overcome 
these barriers, as long as there is 
a sincere and open willingness to 
make the connection. As a starting 
point here are some easy steps that 
both employees and corporate en-
tities can follow:

“There are examples in our work on a 
daily basis, as we recruit for clients across 
the Asia Pacific Region where the most 
talented candidates are lost due to cultural 
and communication road blocks.”



talent  

45SCMPr   October 2013

1.  Acknowledge and accept 
cultural diversity.

2  Develop an awareness of dif-
ferent cultures – this doesn’t 
have to be too complex, you 
just have to know enough 
about each other to check in 
and make sure your message 
is being understood if you 
anticipate there may be con-
fusion.

3  Be tolerant – mistakes will 
happen but keep in mind that 
both parties will most likely 
have a strong desire to work 
it out.  Set up a framework of 
support and acceptance – in 
fact it is an absolute necessity 
that you feel you have sup-
port in trying to overcome 
cross-cultural differences, so 
insist on this if you do not 
feel it is forthcoming.

4.  Keep it simple. Do not use 
over complicated language 
or references that are cultur-
ally specific (such as our poor 
Supply Chain presenter’s ref-
erence to “passion” in our 
earlier example). It is prob-
ably better not to attempt to 
humour until you know the 
level of understanding and 
reference points of your au-
dience.

5. Don’t be afraid to ask for  
  help!

It may be a good idea to ask for 
the assistance of international hir-
ing and human resources consult-
ing firms who have vast experience 
in navigating intercultural and lan-
guage challenges, such as Logistics 
Executive.  English is not the first 
language of many international 
business people. Their language 

may be peppered with culture-
specific or non-standard English 
phrases, which can hamper the 
communication process. Again, 
having an experienced recruiter on 
hand may be the best solution.

It is critical for today’s business 
leaders to have a strong compe-
tency in cross-cultural awareness.  
Often this is the competitive edge 
that makes or breaks most compa-
nies.  Though this can be a compli-
cated endeavour, it may also be one 
of the most basic. It is important 
to remember that people, all over 
the world share a common desire, 
perhaps even a ‘passion’ (if we may 
borrow a turn of phrase from our 
Logistics’ Professional’s example 
above), to listen and to be heard.  
All it takes in the business world 
is a lot of determination, tolerance 
and a little help.
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