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Four Reasons Why You Should Know (About) Intercultural Communications

Whether doing business at home or abroad, understanding who your customers, prospects, 

or partners are is more important than ever

It is old news that we’re living in a shrinking world. Distance, time, money and language are no longer a barrier to connecting with people across the globe, be it for business or personal reasons. However, there’s one factor that still proves to be a stumbling block for many such relations: culture. Our cultural background and preconceptions, hard to define and hard to control precisely because they are such an innate part of us, are often the single most important reason why we succeed or fail in our dealings with people from other cultures. And, willingly or not, one can no longer avoid dealing with people with diverse cultural backgrounds. Consider these recent developments:

Growing Immigrant Population

Just as in the beginning of the 20th century, when immigrants helped transform the US into a powerhouse for innovation and manufacturing, today’s economy is fueled by the brainpower and manual labor of many foreign-born workers. According to a study quoted in Business Week, immigrants will account for half of all new US workers by 2006, and their share is expected to rise to 60% over the next 30 years. Without immigrants, according to another study by the Urban Institute, the U.S. workforce would actually begin to shrink by 2015.

While over half of the recent arrivals have high school level education or less, a staggering 23% of US residents holding Ph.D.s in science and engineering are from other countries, as reported by the National Science Foundation. Overall, immigrants are 50% more likely than Americans to have a graduate degree. This wide distribution of the newcomers across the socio-economic spectrum makes it certain that, regardless of industry, profession, rank or company size, if you are not already, you soon will be working with someone who speaks English with an accent. This is doubly true if you deal directly with customers in your line of work. Like it or not, the cultural diversity of the American workforce will continue to increase exponentially, presenting even greater benefits and challenges to the nation’s workers and employers alike.

Growing International Trade

At the same time, American businesses big and small are clamoring to reap the benefits of selling their goods and services on the global markets. With Russia, Eastern Europe and China in the last couple of decades, and now even Cuba slowly opening its doors to the outside world, US companies have been some of the first to send its eager representatives to set up branches, create joint ventures, pick distributors, or build new production facilities overseas. All these new ventures have at least one common thread—they all involve communications with people from other cultures, be it as employees, partners, or clients.

The track record of these communications is rather discouraging, however: failure strikes 70% of all international joint ventures, and the most frequently cited reason for the dismal rate is “culture clash.” This clash is especially jarring for newcomers to the international arena who, with built up confidence from their successful domestic dealings, expect the process to be mostly “rewind and replay,” just in different countries. So, their preparation may go as far as learning some simple words and gestures from their target market, maybe look up the currency exchange rates. But, while knowing whether you can use the thumbs-up sign to indicate that you like your food may be useful for tourists, anyone engaged in serious business negotiations who relies on this type of information to succeed is largely missing the point.

Growing Need for International Cooperation

Most recently, and through the most unfortunate circumstances, intercultural communications were thrust in front of all Americans with the September 11th terrorist attacks. In the midst of shock, grief and anger, the nation found itself, for the first time (and on a much more personal level than during the Persian Gulf war) in need to understand and communicate with the countries and cultures where terrorism lives. For many, the daily profiles of life in Afghanistan or Pakistan provided by the media outlets offered a first chance to see what a fundamental role culture, religion, and history can play in the way we see and act in the world. 

Growing Popularity of the Internet and Other Communication Tools

The Internet continues its triumphant march across the globe, bringing information, knowledge and free communications to anyone with an access to a computer and a phone line. It is no coincidence, however, that the phenomenal international growth and popularity of such Internet companies as AOL, eBay, and Yahoo is strictly tied to their sensitive, local approach to each market they’ve penetrated. By creating native-language portals that follow cultural standards for information design and presentation, while preserving their brand and overall look globally, these companies became immediate insiders to the local culture and were able to build a strong customer base. Their success was an instant proof that catering to cultural differences really is a pivotal part of any strategy for international business development. It also underscored the fact that the closer we get to each other, the more we value and protect our unique cultural differences.

While all this interaction with other cultures in- and outside the US furthers the awareness among Americans of the differences (and similarities) in cultural communication patterns, there’s still much to be done to foster the sort of inherent understanding and sensitivity to other cultures that can ensure success, whether you are promoting your product to the domestic Latino market, ordering coffee in Italy or conducting business negotiations in Malaysia. 

Luckily, there are signs of progress. A growing movement for intercultural understanding and education is taking hold in universities and high schools, in corporate training programs and community organizations alike. Non-profit organizations such as the Society of Intercultural Education, Training and Research (SIETAR), the United Nations, and the many private intercultural consultants and marketing firms are working to prepare the business world and the public for a future where intercultural understanding and communications will serve as the tools to building a better world.     
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