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Take-Aways
	Executives and employees need to work and communicate effectively across cultures.
	Learning “intercultural skills” takes time and practice. You must want to learn.
	You can’t learn the cross-cultural skills you need by reading or going to a workshop.
	Intercultural encounters are unique, fluid and dynamic. You must experience them, reflect, learn from each event and improve gradually.
	You don’t have to travel to learn. You can immerse yourself in different cultures, observe, listen and inquire.
	Stay curious, open and respectful. Other people’s words and behaviors come from the cultures that shaped them, just as yours shaped you.
	Misunderstandings occur easily in cross-cultural interactions. Seek common ground, such as a shared value or interest, and build from there.
	Understand your triggers, emotions, feelings and biases to develop mindfulness in your intercultural interactions.
	Your effectiveness depends on heightened emotional intelligence, particularly empathy.
	You can work across cultures naturally and instinctively, as you do in your own culture.


Recommendation
Cross-cultural communications instructor Luciara Nardon goes beyond what you might have learned in your corporate cultural-awareness workshop. She makes a convincing case that, in today’s business world, you’re likely to interact with people from multiple cultures on any given day. She stresses that you can’t prepare for these fluid, dynamic situations just by studying cultures. You must gain skills in adapting effectively to working with people of various backgrounds so you can do business in any context or situation. This requires emotional intelligence, “situational awareness,” experience and practice. She makes a strong case for the need to develop mindfulness and empathy. getAbstract recommends Nardon’s manual to anyone whose work includes interactions with international colleagues.

Summary
An Intercultural Imperative
In virtually every business, exposure to people of many cultures and backgrounds comes with the territory. Yet even as your mix of peoples and cultures accelerates, your “intercultural competence” doesn’t – at least, not automatically. You must make the effort to develop the skills to work effectively in multiple contexts with people of different nationalities, races, ages and backgrounds.
Embrace Diversity
Diversity brings organizations a wide range of benefits, including multiple perspectives, creativity and knowledge as well as the fresh ideas of employees from different backgrounds. Diversity makes collaboration more challenging – at least, at the beginning of the process. Trusting relationships may take longer to build due to the discomfort of working across cultures.
“Intercultural competence is the ability to overcome the constraints imposed by our natural cultural tendencies and develop new responses.”

Like most people, you may gravitate to associates whose background and culture resemble yours. But you may also find that working with people who are different from you is enriching. While misunderstandings might occur before you see advances, persevere through the setbacks. You’ll overcome the lack of shared experience and find common ground. Whether you like the idea of embracing a diverse working community, in most places, you won’t have much choice given the rapidly changing business landscape.
New Complexities, New Skills
Imagine yourself in an increasingly typical cross-cultural encounter. Forget the cliché in which you must build a working relationship with a new person or a customer from another country. Almost everyone can handle that. Instead, imagine yourself with four other people, each from a separate part of the world, at a meeting in a country in which none of you live. You’ve gathered to work on a project on behalf of a company from yet another unfamiliar country. Imagine everyone’s thoughts as they urgently try to figure out what to say and what not to say, how to behave and how to do business in a situation in which no one has any reference points. As cities grow more diverse, you’ll find yourself working with people across generations, cultures and backgrounds – a familiar context, but challenging when multiple parties must work together. In these situations, flexibility and adaptability take you a long way. Consider second-generation Asian-Americans, for example. They often live in an Asian culture at home with their family, yet they have little trouble navigating American business culture at work. They know how to adapt. Everyone needs this flexibility. Learn to recognize how your culture shapes your intercultural behaviors as you develop your “cultural self-awareness.”
“The hallmark of cultural competence is the ability to behave in culturally appropriate ways instinctively, something we all do within cultural groups…we understand.”

Complex intercultural situations can baffle. Your knowledge of various cultures might not help. Your “cross-cultural training” may have prepared you for an encounter with a Saudi Arabian businessman in his home country, but not if you face a Saudi and people of three other nationalities at a meeting in Honduras.
“Intercultural Competence”
The skill you want is intercultural competence. It encompasses the abilities that already help you navigate social and professional situations and that now can guide your behavior and language, even in complex encounters with people of multiple cultures. Just being exposed to intercultural situations won’t open a person up to intercultural learning. Sending unprepared people abroad in the hopes they’ll grow might cement their narrow, nationalistic views and reaffirm their assumptions of cultural superiority. People must want to learn and accept new information from their encounters with different cultures. Otherwise, cultural differences might threaten them.
Succeeding in a Multicultural World
Almost every modern employee, executive or entrepreneur will need intercultural competencies to succeed today and in the future. Firms must select, develop and promote people with the appropriate mind-sets. Almost anyone with the right attitude can develop intercultural competence, though some may find that their existing worldviews are a disadvantage.  
“Empathy can help us all to foster understanding and decrease the negative impacts of the divisive rhetoric.”

Subconscious biases develop from early childhood, and build as people mature and rely on them to make sense of the world. People develop mental models and assume they’re true. These assumptions become shortcuts, which in turn fuel the reflexive approaches that make up most human thought and drive most decisions. People who lead cloistered lives may develop a narrow sense of the world and could bring their closed views to new encounters. To avoid that outcome, they must learn new ways. First, they must become aware of their limited worldview and the restrictions it may impose. They may need something disconfirming to shock them, so they question their instincts and biases and open themselves to learn new approaches. To respond well in new, unfamiliar situations, you must deliberately learn from your experiences. This requires an open mind, and the desire to learn and “reflect” on your experiences. In reflection, you dissect the experience to discern what you did right and wrong, and you use that awareness to improve in your next encounter.
“Situational Awareness” 
Situations determine appropriate behavior. For example, consider a business meeting at your office versus an “off-site meeting” at a resort. The structured office meeting provides “clarity and consistency.” You know what people expect and how you should behave. The off-site gathering offers less clarity and more ambiguity. In the office, your behavior and speech may be more rigid and concise. At the resort, you may let down your guard, and speak and behave more creatively.
“A cultural script of what to do when facing someone from another culture is of limited help because, as we start interacting, the situation changes in unpredictable ways.”

When you participate in an intercultural encounter, consider the situation and context, and be aware of how those factors may shape your behaviors if you let them. Those with “cultural competence” know how to behave and interact in familiar situations. Intercultural competence means knowing how to conduct yourself in unfamiliar situations with people of unfamiliar cultures. This requires sensitivity, observation, willingness to ask for help and self-knowledge.
“It is much easier to convey and accept notions such as ‘The Chinese value relationships’ than it is…to build a positive relationship with a Chinese person, however…that will result in more sustainable benefits.”

Your intercultural interactions will unfold depending on the variety of people and the context, as well as the mix of cultures, influences, constraints and interests in the mix. What you decide to say and do according to how expertly you interpret and assess the situation will have significant bearing on the outcome.
Know Yourself and Others 
Be aware of your ingrained worldview and identify your cultural biases. In intercultural situations, this will help you moderate your language and behaviors accordingly. Stay consciously aware of the tendencies inherent in your personality; they affect your intercultural competence.
“Disciplined reflection…requires challenging our assumptions, re-evaluating what we know, and letting go of our long-held, cherished beliefs and previous interpretations until new ones can be formed.”

For example, knowing your tendencies to friendliness and curiosity, “introversion or extraversion,” or “neuroticism and conscientiousness,” will allow you to temper any traits that may impair you in an intercultural encounter. You may want to counteract an inclination toward introversion, lack of curiosity, and the like quite deliberately when working with people from cultures where those traits would hamper your effectiveness. Your ability to “self-monitor” and temporarily change can influence any interaction, letting you “act out of character” when necessary. Self-awareness in knowing when and how long you must act out of character will remind you to build in enough time to be yourself again, so you can recuperate.
Adapting
Adapt your behavior with a focus on the results you want to achieve. When you’re in a new country, for example, you have the choice to stay apart from the local culture, to “go native” or to find a balance. The context of your interactions and your ability to recognize small cues and clues – in combination with your values and beliefs – will guide you to the best course of action. It may entail full adaptation, or something less.
“Intercultural competence is not a trait; it is a skill…and our skills will evolve and change over time.”

In developing and practicing intercultural skills, you’ll change and grow more “complex.” You may not notice it, but your closest friends and relatives might. Their reactions, in light of your own conscious or subconscious awareness of this change, might cause times of doubt and stress. Your self-awareness – and, to a degree, your awareness of others – will drive your perseverance and ultimate success.
Your Feelings
The idea persists that your feelings should somehow not factor into your business behavior, speech and decisions. However, emotions and emotional intelligence matter a great deal in business, and even more so in intercultural business. Exercise self-awareness and know your emotional triggers, so you can pause and think before reacting. Understand your “feelings,” such as “uncertainty,” “fatigue, excitement, annoyance and sadness,” so you can manage them better – including understanding why you interpret things the way you do and what other people might have really meant by their words or behaviors. Keeping an open mind means you’re less likely to feel hurt or to react angrily and judgmentally. This mindfulness will prepare you to speak and act more thoughtfully. This allows you to turn more encounters toward the positive and creative.
“Developing any skill worth having takes practice, and intercultural competence is one of those skills.”

Exercise your full range of emotional intelligence, but rely most on your empathy for others. This means knowing not only your own emotions but also sensing others’ feelings. This requires showing genuine curiosity and asking to hear and understand other people’s stories. Your openness and empathy help you appreciate that people’s differing views come from their stories, not from ignorance or animosity toward you personally. Empathy and understanding may be more productive than logic and rationality.
Intercultural Communications
Intercultural interactions carry a greater risk of misinterpretation. When you and a colleague share a culture in common, your mutual understanding aids your communication. You draw on references that both of you understand in the culture, use analogies and comparisons, and draw on a rich vocabulary of references to make yourself understood. These tools don’t apply in intercultural communications. Find a common ground on which you can build. Your openness and your desire to understand help establish a basis for conversation. Explore your counterparts’ meaning, including “body language” and other subtle clues as to their intent, even as you and they may struggle to convey your true thoughts in a non-native language. Ask questions and share information depending on the context and culture. Try to understand what matters most to the other people. Watch carefully, and think about what you see and hear. Change your “communication style” to see what works best. Explain yourself and your position or thinking. If you can’t reach a consensus, explore the reasons together and deal with them.
Study and Practice
Don’t expect to acquire expertise in intercultural communications overnight; it takes long study and practice. You may master some types of interactions, but feel like an amateur when you encounter a novel situation. Learn from each conversation and cement what you’ve learned by reflecting on your position. Practice empathy and other kinds of emotional intelligence as you look at situations from others’ perspectives. Seek a level of understanding you can build on.
“When we do our homework…we can communicate openly and nondefensively, and give the other person the opportunity to communicate as well.”

You don’t need an international assignment or extensive travel to gain the exposure, practice and skills you want. You can learn many of the necessary competencies at home by demonstrating curiosity and respect, and by asking questions and looking for places, events and projects in which you will work with people from diverse cultures. When you meet people from other cultures, focus on listening, observing, practicing and reflecting. The “depth of your experiences” matters more than where you went to have them. Self- and situational awareness matters most. You will have emotions and reactions when interacting across cultures, but knowing them and considering the context helps you learn, adapt and change.

About the Author
A product of multiple cultures, Luciara Nardon teaches cross-cultural communications and effectiveness worldwide.
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