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The news arrives: 
you've been offered 
a position abroad. 
Whether that's for 
your current 
employer or a new 
one, and wherever 
you are in the world, 
it's exciting. New 
ideas, new foods, 
new views. 

And, it's challenging, as inevitably you meet behaviours, habits 
and practices that take you by surprise and decidedly lack charm. 

Typically such surprises arise when you bump into unwritten 
rules. These may be as simple as gestures deemed rude. They may 
be different as when to give a gift, how to show trust and respect, 
communicate a change in policy or disagree with your boss. And 
they may be as delicate or even dispiriting as how to play internal 
politics and how to define truth, justice and fair play. 

Here are anecdotes from your erstwhile authors, all seasoned 
managers abroad who enjoy cross-cultural life and who know by 
experience that learning the hard way can be the best way to 
learn. Following our stories we offer tips, developed in hindsight, 
for easing the transition. 

Helen is a task-oriented, straightforward New Yorker. That made 
her a welcome manager at home but not in Britain until she 
learned two things: even in high-pressure situations, taking time 
for a cup of tea and a leisurely lunch works wonders for 
negotiations and relationships; and, casual Friday isn't for 
managers. Off to San Francisco, her next assignment, where 
people arrived at 7 A.M. and went straight to the desk where they 
stayed right through lunch and were startled by people not in 
jeans. Time out for a chat over coffee? Work somewhere else. 

Alper is Turkish. Although he had studied in several multinational 
settings—at a German high school in Istanbul, as an exchange 
student in the USA and as a graduate student in the UK—working 
in a Western environment presented its challenges. Spontaneity—
a precious feature of the Turkish culture that allows people to 
communicate easily—was a serious roadblock, since planning and 



scheduling is the dominant characteristic in the new environment. 
On the other hand, in dealing with mistakes, it's the opposite. In 
Western Europe, feedback is direct and aims to create 
transparency, whereas in Eastern cultures such directness might 
even lead to damaged relationships. 

Anthony is Australian. He has worked in Hong Kong and now 
works in the Middle East. He nearly ruined an important 
relationship with an Asian colleague by saying, ‘Don't be silly’, 
which in Australia is an endearing way of saying ‘don't worry’, but 
to this person, for whom English was a second language, it was an 
extreme insult, suggesting she was stupid. 

As newly appointed expat facility manager he was responsible for 
structuring a major tender contract, and informed several reliable 
suppliers to the forthcoming tender, only to learn that the 
responsible procurement department had sole jurisdiction on 
who was invited with no intention to consult the end user about 
preferred suppliers. 

In another case a prominent Western colleague asked Anthony 
about visiting a new laboratory animal facility which was in the 
final stages of construction. Anthony said yes, glad to show off the 
facility, only to find that inviting outsiders was contrary to custom, 
as there was a risk of premature criticism and the potential for 
loss of face. Anthony had to cancel the visit and create an 
explanation his colleague would accept. 

Tips for Easing the Transition 

Set Stereotypes Aside 

Thanks to global communications, we are aware of even the most 
remote places. Yet media portraits of ethnic or religious cultures 
are caricatures that do not necessarily portray the views, beliefs 
or behaviours of individuals you will meet. The reality will not be 
known until you live amongst the people. 

Prepare to Feel Homesick 

It is natural to feel homesick. Schedule a visit home even if it is six 
months down the road. Meantime, don't succumb to social life 
only with your own nationals. Instead, find ways to meet people 
of many cultures. You are likely to find common purpose across 
difference. Here is an example. 

Recently Anthony hosted a dinner with friends from six nations in 
North America, Asia and the Middle East. One guest observed that 



while some of the nations and religions represented didn't see 
eye to eye on the world stage, this dinner represented the real 
meaning of united nations: namely goodwill and gentleness 
assisted by good food, good friends, laughter and the sharing of 
stories. These were the common denominators—what virtually all 
people wished for. 

Anticipate the Unwritten Rules 

One of biggest pitfalls is unwritten rules. The danger period is the 
first six to nine months while you are fine-tuning your antennae. 
Try identifying your culture’s own unwritten rules; that will help 
you know where to look. Ask questions. Find someone who will 
explain the codes of common practice. 

Check It Out 

You may find instructions incomplete, people misunderstanding 
meaning or seeming to insult you or feel insulted. Check it out. 
People on an international management team may be speaking 
second or third languages and there may be differences at play in 
cultural norms and codes of practice. And watch out for humour. 
What's funny in one culture may be foolish—or even insulting—in 
another. 

Acknowledge Mistakes 

If you make a mistake, apologise. You will not lose face, as most 
people will understand it was unintentional, even if they have not 
experienced expat life. 

Accommodate Uncertainty 

Successful managers in any culture tend to thrive in a well-
ordered and highly-structured world. But in a new culture, while 
the managerial environment may be well ordered and highly 
structured, for you it will be a novel, unpredictable situation. The 
best advice? Listen and learn. Seek to understand before you seek 
to be understood. 

Take Your Time 

Suspending judgment about what's different is perhaps the most 
challenging aspect of managing abroad. Nevertheless, take time 
to adjust and assess your adopted culture. You may find that what 
seemed anathema on arrival is a difference you eventually come 
to understand and admire. 



Of course after best efforts, you may decide it represents a bridge 
too far and you want to go somewhere else. In either case, you 
wouldn't be the first. 
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