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Are business leaders
prepared to deal with the
range of perspectives,
origins and experiences of
their future employees? Are
we geared up to deal with
diversity?

MANAGEMENT « DIVERSITY « STRATEGY «
CULTURAL INTELLIGENCE

n order to work with a wide
range of people, leaders need
to develop cultural intelli-
gence, that is to say, the ability
to understand others, to make
themunderstandand tofind a
way of working together with
peoplefromdifferentcultures.
As an illustration, take the following
two examples.

Luis was born near Barcelona and
graduated top of his engineering class.
After doing his military service he be-
gan working in the field of renewable
energy. After working for a time in
North Africa, some colleagues told him
thatan Algerianhad come to Barcelona
with a proposed project. The Algerian
was working for Aenor, the competi-
tion, and his colleagues encouraged
Luis to bring him on board. Luis was
able to make himself understood by
the Algerian. “Finally, we made the of-
fer. We should have made it in French,
but we did it in English. The papers
had tobe in by a certain date, but they
weren’t. Butinthe end we won the ten-
der, which was worth several hundred
thousand euros. Itwasforahybrid gen-
eration plant with a combined cycle. I
was super-motivated because I was
learning French as the Algerian and I
had become friends.

“Alotwasbased ontherelationship
and the way Muslims do things. Mus-
tafisan Algerian civil servant who be-
gan settingup some small businesses.
He had alot of experience, but not as
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a lawyer or an engineer, and I had to
help him a lot to get things done.”
Despite the cultural differences be-
tween Luis and Mustaf, Luis was able
to work effectively with his counter-
partin Algeria.

On the other hand, Nancy, whowas
born in New Jersey, moved to Madrid
at the age of 30 when she got married
and took a job in a Spanish bank. For
years she arrived at work in her run-
ning shoes and then changed into her
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high heels, whereupon she worked
intensivelyuntil 6 p.m, when she again
changed her shoes and went home
as fast as possible. After she had been
there for three years she was upset to
discoverthat shehad been passed over
for promotion. It was then that she
found out that her colleagues viewed
her as an individualistic person. She
learned that some of her habits, such
as eating her lunch at her keyboard,
were the source of both amusement
and irritation. Theylaughed at her for
being obsessed withwork and an-
noyed that she never wanted

to spend any time socializing
with the others. They were
also annoyed by the smell
of her lunch wafting through

the office.

The examples of Luis
and Nancy illustrate how
culturalintelligence,orthe
lack of it, can affect both

the projects you are en-
gagedinaswell your personal
and professional career. Luis,
in his dealings with Mustaf, was
able to grasp and understand
that he was influenced by
several cultures, that he
wasaMuslim from Alge-
ria, a civil servant and not
an engineer. Nancy, how-
ever,learned the hard way that
she should to decode the cultural
norms and adjust her behavior so
astointegrate better intolocal cul-
tureif shewanted tobe considered
for promotion.
As labor forces become ever
more diverse, we have no option
but to develop cultural intel-
ligence among our employees
and for ourselves. Measuring
the appropriateness of our de-
cisions depends on what we
consider to be acceptable and
effective. These premises do
not derive only from our na-
tionality. Different generations
alsohave differentvalues,because they
have undergone different experiences
from the generations before and after.
The socialization of a professional
group also involves the development
ofaseriesofassumptionsand theseare

COMPANIES
HAVE NO
OPTION BUT
TO DEVELOP
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DEVELOPING
CULTURAL
INTELLIGENCE
HELPS US

TO BE MORE
CONSCIOUS

OF OTHER
PEOPLE’S VALUE
SYSTEMS.

AUTHORS' NOTE

The names and places have been changed to protect
the identity of the people mentioned in this article.

affected by variables,among them, the
religion people belong to, the compa-
nies where they have worked and also
their families.

Each culture has its own internal
logic. In our socialization we have
learned to prioritize some aspects of
work over others. We have come toun-
derstand that there are some socially
acceptable ways of behaving and oth-
ersthatarenot. Wehave notasked why
but have accepted that that’s the way
itis. The Chinese, for example, tend to
be collectivist, while Americans tend
tobe individualist.

Aperson’s culturalidentitydoes not
develop in isolation. You are not only
Spanish, or a lawyer or a member of a
family. You can be all of these things,
and others, at the same time. In this
context, assumptions will interact in
differentways according to the person
and the situation.

Developing cultural intelligence
helpsus tobe more conscious of other
people’s value systems and ways of
thinking, as well as reaching a better
understandingof our own beliefs. They
motivate us and help us to be effective
in unfamiliar situations, and aid us in
developing a repertory of behaviors
from which we can choose the most
appropriate, depending on the con-
text. For aleader living and working in
culturally diverse systems, this intelli-
genceisindispensable.

WHAT IS CULTURAL

INTELLIGENCE?

@_ There are three dimensions to
@ cultural intelligence. The firstis
the cognitive aspect, which embraces
not only knowledge of the customs of
different cultures but also the ability
to understand the basis on which as-
sumptions are made. This requires a
high level of self-knowledge, self-ex-
amination and empathy.

The second dimension is moti-
vation, that is to say, the internal
engine that drives us to initiate, de-
velop and persistin having multicul-
tural encounters.

Finallythereisadimension of con-
duct, the capacity to adapt yourself
and to behave appropriately in each
specific context.
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There is no standard model for de-
veloping cultural intelligence. How-
ever, thereare strategies suchas coach-
ing programs, seminars and training
that can be very helpful and have been
showntobe effective. Whatever course
of action is adopted, there are three
steps that must be followed:

1. ENHANCING DRIVES FOR CROSS-
CULTURAL ENCOUNTERS. If someone
is not motivated or does not have the
confidence to step out of their comfort
zone, they may simply avoid it and fail
to mobilize the necessary capabilities
and resources to confront the chal-
lenges of culture. Setting clear goals
in learning and visualizing potential
(careerand personal) benefitsin cross-
cultural encounters can help individu-
alstobe motivated.

2. DEVELOPING CULTURAL KNOW-
LEDGE AND STRATEGIC THINKING.
Specific knowledge of different cul-
tures is indispensable. The second
steptodeveloping cultural intelligence
involves developing knowledge about
cultural differences. Moreimportantly,
inordertodeal with the overwhelming
cultural diversity in the world, people
need to develop the capability to moni-
tor,analyzeand planbehaviorsin cross-
cultural settings. Withhold your judg-
mentand showrespect.

3. EXPANDING BEHAVIORAL REP-
ERTOIRE. Adaptation often means
acting in ways different from what
we are used to doing naturally. Devi-
ating from such natural stylerequires
training and practice. For example,
we may need to adopt a less direct
communication style in some cul-
tures. Also, the need to show respect
ininteracting with colleagues and su-
pervisors may vary considerably.

Finally, this learning is not a lin-
ear process. Sometimes we feel we
are making great progress, some-
times we feel that we fall back and
perform poorly in some domains
in cross-cultural encounters. The
important thing is to persist in this
process. Identify some approaches
that work well for you personally,
find amentor or coach who can give
you advice on the journey and con-
tinue to developit. You should soon
see the results.
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