Cross Cultural Negotiations 10:



“Time and Again.”






The Dimension of Time in Negotiations

Time


Time, how we define it in our lives, how it affects our work, and the role it plays in our worldview, is an universal aspect of all cultures.  A culture’s attitude towards time determines the importance placed on the development of personal relationships in business.  In a culture where everyone is busy, where there never seems to be enough time to get everything done, little chance is given or importance given to building long term solid personal relationships. In those cultures where time is less of a constraint, a certain valuing of personal relationships exists, if no other reason than there is time for them. While Americans might expect a meeting to begin and end at a certain time, with a series of important points discussed in between, Latins typically arrive later than the time stated, expect to discuss a great many items not on the American’s agenda, and keeps the meeting going long beyond its stated end-time. Latins set schedules not based on points on a clock but rather on a series of events: first, do this; then when it is finished they then move on to the next task.  They give each task the time needed to complete it. Theirs is not deadline oriented.


Americans schedule; the clock ‘runs’ for them; everything must be organized, compartmentalized, have an beginning and an end. Their whole life often appears to be dominated by time and they are in a constant hurry to make use of it.  Time is a commodity that must not be wasted, it must be maximized.   In other cultures, time does not rule the day.  The more important determinants of activity might be the weather, the needs of friends or family.  Therefore time is defined in terms of seasons, days, stages of personal life.  They are controlled by, not attempting to control, time.   The Chinese with over 5000 years of cultural heritage have a different perspective on time.  When Mao Tse Tung was asked what he thought of the French Revolution, he replied (only half-joking), “It is too soon to tell.” Producing a satisfactory agreement in as short a time as possible may be one of the least concerns of the Chinese.  The Chinese generally believe that a considerable amount of time should be invested in establishing a general climate of understanding, trust, and willingness to help, in matters quite apart from the issues brought to the b table.  They do not view time as a constraint or as a set of limits in which a particular task must be completed. 


Many Western cultures, especially Americans, are constantly in a rush throughout their entire life. No wonder that most of them cannot change their behavior when entering a negotiation. Seen through foreign eyes, Westerners always seem to be in a hurry, under pressure for results, and suffering from a “do it yesterday “ syndrome. With time running out on self imposed and frequently arbitrary deadlines, Americans tend to give away more than planned in order to finish “on time” and move on to the next deal.  In this scenario, experienced Asian negotiators know that all they have to do is to stall, be patient, and they will eventually be handed a favorable contract by an American just so he can have one signed. 


International deals take longer to conclude than purely domestic transactions.  McDonald’s negotiated for nearly ten years to open its first hamburger restaurant in Moscow.  IBM needed almost two years to secure an agreement to build a computer plant in Mexico.  Negotiating a joint venture in China takes an average of two years.   The organization of most European and Japanese businesses, and their mode of operation, usually requires considerably more time to negotiate than is the case in American firms.  In the case of European firms, it usually takes at least twice as much time, and up to six times as long is often required for Japanese firms. The extent to which American expectations of the duration of a negotiation can differ from those of a foreign foe was demonstrated at the Paris peace talks to end the Vietnam war: the American negotiators checked into the Ritz Hotel while the North Vietnamese leased a villa for two years. 



Whereas most business people in the West try to be punctual,  the Japanese are even more conscientious and precise in keeping appointments. With Arabs one should plan longer less formal negotiating sessions. The international negotiator should clearly understand how  people in each culture view time and value punctuality.  Equally important is that he gives himself enough time for completing a negotiation and that he will not be pressed by self-imposed deadlines.


Global deal makers need patience and must be prepared to commit time to the process.  A good negotiator should be patient—though not primarily in order to sit in Geneva for months at a time hearing the opponent repeat speeches and repeating his own.  He should be patient in  working for seemingly lost causes, because by doing so he may  slowly change the opponent’s views and objectives.  He should be patient to live with conflict and uncertainty and know that he may have succeeded even if (or precisely because) his negotiations failed.  Above all, he must maintain the will to win.

Differences in Cultural views of time

Cultures can differ in time conception, time perspective and time experiencing.  A preferred temporal perspective (towards the past, the present, or the future) exists in each culture and provides the foundation for certain forms of negotiational behavior.  An orientation towards the future implies an expectation of advancement or progressive development; negotiators are able to predict, plan for, and change forthcoming events and conditions.  An orientation  towards the present implies a predominance of the state of the moment; the negotiators only concerns are those that are happening now.  An orientation towards the past implies a belief that everything that is or will has also existed or taken place in a period before the present. Temporal perspective influences overall strategy, especially issue formulation and decision making.   


For Americans, a 10 am appointment typically means arriving 5 minutes early and engaging in business at 10 or shortly thereafter. In Japan, if negotiations are scheduled to begin at 10 am, Japanese negotiators expect your team to be ready and present precisely at 10.  Failure to arrive on time is viewed negatively. For Germans, punctuality is next to godliness, 10 am means 10 am precisely.  In Nigeria, the same 10 am starting time is only approximated and tardiness is not negative. The attitude towards time is less rigid for Latin Americans than North Americans; delays of thirty minutes or more are not surprising.  When setting times for appoints one should ask “la hora inglesa, o la hora espanola?”  or   “the English hour” (promptly at the time specified?) or “ the Latin hour” (30 minutes or more late). Much business in Spain is conducted over the evening meal, which seldom begins until 9 pm and is often closer to midnight.  No business is conducted in the afternoon during siesta (2 to 4 pm) when lunch is commonly held.  This is not at all uncommon with many Latin American countries.


Cultures also have different ways of organizing and using time. Monochronic time (linear) emphasizes schedules, segmentation and promptness; these cultures compartmentalize events and concentrate on one thing at a time.  In these cultures, only a limited number of events are permitted within a given period and scheduling provides for priority setting.  The future can be altered, an implication of expectation of advancement or progressive development; negotiators are able to predict, plan for, and change forthcoming events and conditions. Monochronic cultures are concerned with causality.  In such cultures, communication and argument are based on the need for logic. Monochronic cultures are ‘doing oriented’ as they concentrate on the future.


Polychronic time  (circular) stresses involvement of people and completion of transactions rather than adherence to a preset schedule.  Time is not limited; it is endless with no beginning or end.  Time exists beyond humanity, external to the control of human beings. The future is not solid or firm and cannot be planned. Appointments are frequently broken and important plans may be changed right up to the minute planned. A predominance of the mental state of the moment exists.  The negotiators only concerns are those that are happening now.  Because it is nonlinear, many things happen at once, a simultaneous use of time.  Traditional societies, non-industrial cultures, are typically polychronic. Polychronic societies are concerned with equilibrium; communication and argument are based on the need for balance.  Polychronic cultures are ‘being oriented, ’ viewing the here and now as the focus. 


The monochromic nature of Germans and Americans (ranking activities by priority and impact and doing one thing at a time) frustrates Arab polychronic tendencies (do more than one thing at a time and be open to inevitable disruptions). The Japanese, because of their circular polychronic sense of time, stress end results and are less concerned about how long the process takes to get there, and are thus less concerns about adhering to time schedules, instead preferring to focus on the end result. Time is not as important to a Japanese as it is to one from the West.  Not being hasty is a sign of wisdom and sincerity. Japanese value high quality over immediate gain and they wait patiently for the best possible result.  Americans are most comfortable discussing items in an orderly (linear) fashion while Latin Americans wish to discuss many points at the same time, talking over and louder than another when attempting to emphasize a point.  Since life is unpredictable, punctuality is not emphasized and delays occur frequently, especially when other, more important concerns take priority.  Polychronic cultures do not necessarily place their faith in tomorrow, tomorrow is suspect, unknown.   Monochronic cultures are future embracing while polychronic tend to be future-suspicious but present-embracing; If we cannot control tomorrow, let us make the best of today. 


Monochronic cultures preference for linearity and logic appears to polychronic cultures as one-dimensional and sterile.  Monochronic cultures, on the other hand, find polychronic cultures  illogical and unproductive.  Polychronic cultures view Monochronic cultures as being without concern for human reality and applicability.  Monochronistic approach of planning for the goal implies limits and inflexibility.  Polychronistic commitment to the goal implies open-endedness and fluidity.  For Monochronic cultures, the mighty oak is the strongest tree while for polychronic cultures, the flexible willow is symbol of strength.  


Different cultures value differently the amount of time devoted to the goal pursued.  Americans want to make a deal quickly, reduce formalities to a minimum and get down to business.  For relationship oriented cultures, a need exists to invest time in the process so that the parties can get to know one another well and determine whether they wish to embark on a long term relationship. The Japanese view time as a continuum and are long-term oriented; they are conservative and patient. In the West time is a commodity in limited supply, it can be saved, wasted, controlled or organized.  In the Near East time is not scarce. In Arab cultures, it can be foolish to plan for “only Allah can know the future.”  Ansh’Allah  it is said, “God Willing.”   In Ireland, time is less important as “God made so much of it.”


For the French, traditionally, concern is not on time but on precision and quality.  While Americans typically opt for the deadline, the French will opt for taking what they consider a reasonable amount of extra time to get the product or project to the level of quality they believe necessary.   Americans see the deadline, the schedule as more important while the French view the quality as their primary concern. 

When to Negotiate?

Climatic conditions may influence timing if negotiations are expected to be lengthy.  Both good times and bad times to negotiate exist and vary from country to country, from region to region.  Religious and national holidays should be checked; i.e., it is advised not to engage in negotiations in the Mideast  during Ramadan (March) when Moslem true believers fast from dawn to dusk.   In France, August, the traditional month for vacations, is an extremely difficult time to contact a businessperson let alone bargain with him or her (this is generally true throughout most of Western Europe).  In the United States, the time frame between Thanksgiving and New Years can be considered lost time and unproductive for negotiations. Passport and visas requirements  and health certifications may require time before leaving and may limit one’s stay within a country.

Non-task and Relationships

Different cultures value differently the amount of time devoted to the goal pursued.  Americans want to make a deal quickly, reduce formalities to a minimum and get down to business.  For relationship oriented cultures, a need exists to invest time in the process so that the parties can get to know one another well and determine whether they wish to embark on a long term relationship. Oftentimes negotiations will not be allowed to progress until the foreign negotiators are able to understand their counterparts as people.  The more consequential and long term the deal under discussion, the more time and effort will need to be spent developing a relationship before beginning substantive discussions.  In certain countries such as India, Nepal or Sri Lanka or in the Mid-Eastern countries such as Egypt or Saudi Arabia, the social contacts developed between the parties are more significant than the technical specifications and price.


The first stage of a negotiations, non-task sounding, includes all those activities which might be described as establishing a rapport or getting to know one another, but does not include information related to the “business” of the meeting.   A fundamental difference between American culture and those who rely more heavily on personal relationships in business is one of attitude.  An American is more apt to size up the other side with in  the context that is, ”getting down to business.” In some cultures, such an approach is considered brash, or too aggressive and may create a sense of uncertainty.  The Japanese, for example, feel uncomfortable with the American’s urgency to get down to business.  Establishing rapport or non-task sounding in cultures like the Japanese is not achieved through the exchange of information related to the business of the meeting as would probably be the case among U.S. negotiators, but rather focuses on getting to know the parties as individuals.  Non-task sounding is general discussion between the parties of negotiation., learning about one another, learning to feel comfortable with one another and getting an impression of what kind of person the other is.


The Japanese negotiation process usually starts with an introduction from a reference, a go-between, a shokai-sha  (third party introducer), who has arranged the initial meeting.   It is preferred that the shokaisha has a strong relationship with the buyer and thus is influential; the buyer does not want to damage the harmony and relationship with shokaisha by rejecting the proposal.  He usually attends the first meeting as well as the last meeting, the signing ceremony.   Before the first meeting he is a prime source of information for both parties. In case of an impasse in the talks between the two sides (either during the negotiations or afterwards, during normal conduct of business), he is often asked to become involved to settle their, to become a chukai sha (mediator). At the first business meeting,  the highest level of protocol is used for important strangers or those who must be shown a high degree of respect.


Japanese executives spend substantial time and effort in non-task sounding so problems do not develop later. The Japanese believe that once the relationship has been established, further negotiations will proceed more smoothly and quickly. This rapport-building effort often includes elaborate entertainment. Three levels of executives are typically involved—top level, middle managers, and operational staff.  The top executives are brought into the negotiations to sign the agreement only after all the issues have been settled and agreed upon by lower level executives.  The use of top executives communicate commitment and importance.   The executive meetings are held in relaxed and comfortable accommodations such as restaurants and hotels; the Japanese executives are making judgments about the others’ integrity, reliability, commitment and humility. Middle managers are there to bless intermediate agreements; operational staff executives are there to negotiate.  During this stage of business introduction, the Japanese attempt to discover the other’s position in the company and the mission. 


Every member of the Japanese negotiating team must meet and feel comfortable with every member of the other side’s negotiating team.  Information specific to the issue under negotiation is not considered in the beginning; rather, the parties seek to get to know each other.  This stage may include entertainment and gift giving. The Japanese believe that if a harmonious relationship can be established at the beginning of the negotiating process, conflicts can be avoided later on. Considerable time and expense are thus devoted to getting to know each other.  Americans negotiate a contract, the Japanese a relationship. In Japan, as in many other cultures, the written word is primarily used to satisfy legalities. 


In the view of the Japanese, emotion and personal relations are more important than cold facts in business relations. The key issue  is: Can I get along with these men and their company and do I want to sell (or buy) their products rather than can I make money on this deal? The Japanese are particularly interested in the sincerity of those they are negotiating with. The Japanese are typically unwilling to do business with someone they think may prove to be arrogant, unpleasant, or does not like them as individuals, company, or nation as a whole: “I do not do business with a man who does not like us!”  Japanese  do not separate personal feelings from business relationships.  Gift giving and entertainment.  The Japanese feel that if their relationships is not yet anchored and may drift, they will stall and hesitate to do business until they are comfortable with the other party.  When two Japanese companies are creating a new relationship, they are accepting each other inside their respective groups.  


Japanese are cautious in their interpersonal communication styles.  Cautiousness signifies, in the Japanese culture, patience, dependability, and sincerity.  Too much logical reasoning to the Japanese is often considered threatening, confrontational and argumentative.  The Japanese tend to base their understanding of people on intuition and a considerable amount of emotional.  They have a tendency to avoid logical argument to achieve a sense of understanding.  The United States is an objective society versus Japan’s polyocular society:  the Japanese take the view that all phenomena can be seen from multiple points of view and the more angles, the more whole and comprehensive.  


It is important for U.S.  businesspersons to understand about non-task sounding since the U.S. businessman/women traditionally does not engage in “small talk” before an agreement.  While the U/S. business person is interested in learning more about the person with whom he/she is negotiating, generally that impression is gained while discussing  business issues.  The American business person must appreciate that in some cultures such behavior will appear to be rude.  The time spent in establishing rapport or non-task sounding determines the ultimate success of the negotiation.  If the negotiator is not comfortable with the individual as a person, the negotiation may continue but it will seldom end successfully since that first step is not achieved.  In those cultures where a personal friendship is established, future disputes or problems can not be adequately resolved. As a rule, the more consequential and long term the deal under discussion, the more time and effort will need to be spent developing a relationship before substantive discussions can begin.  

Time as used in Negotiating 

  
The Japanese prefer relatively brief sessions, but they need many sessions with a great deal of time between them.  The group must thoroughly discuss all issues and reach consensus on their next position before they meet again with the other side.  Therefore, a negotiation that might require a few days for two American companies can take months in Japan. The Japanese should never be placed in a position in which they must admit failure or impotency.  They resist pressure for deadlines and delivery dates. When negotiating with Japanese, you need a completely different Beginning Game.  They often want to spend days or even weeks creating a friendly, trusting atmosphere before discussing business.  Positions are expressed indirectly to obscure conflicts, even though you are negotiating to resolve their conflicts.  Direct questions are regarded as rude, and the meaning of answers may depend upon extremely subtle signals.  Certain ways to saying ‘yes’ actually mean ‘no’. In Japan business often goes to the party respected the most.  Recognizing who is deserving of such respect takes more time than most Westerners are inclined to give with pleasure.  Moreover, the Japanese consult with all parties involved before they make decisions. Once a delivery date is specified, they are likely to check with the managers responsible for ensuring that it can be met before they will agree to it.  They spend considerable amounts of time asking detailed questions about financial, market, manufacturing, and structural issues relevant to the negotiation, as well as questions that some outsiders would perceive as irrelevant.  The Japanese also tend to spend time becoming acquainted with the potential partner before developing the framework for a partnership.


Arabs tend to have long negotiating sessions with extensive and perhaps repetitious philosophical discussions, but there are relatively few sessions.  Therefore, the total negotiating time may not be particularly long. Russian negotiators tend to be stonewallers.  They will spend an extraordinary amount of time, and repeat positions again and again, slowly  wearing you down. The Soviets were often unpredictable, arriving late for appointments or simply canceling them without notice. Since Germans believe friendships and personal relationships can complicate negotiations, they prefer to keep a distance between themselves and the other team of negotiators. Social competence is paramount in Latin business.  Handshaking  and asking about the health and well-being of business contacts and their families are expected.   In business, people are addressed by their titles and maternal and paternal surnames.  Business cards are exchanged an should include he negotiator’s academic degrees.  In India, building relationships is important; and as such, a longer period of introduction is necessary.  One should use titles to convey respect. 


The objective of American  negotiators is usually to arrive at legalistic contracts, and therefore dominant concern is with getting the details right, and to use all relationships to facilitate the achievement of unambiguousness-like understandings. Consequently, they tend to minimize time spent in non-task related activities at the beginning  of negotiations. American negotiators usually operate as if today is the last day of their lives: negotiating with conviction and interpreting delays and hesitation as signs of stalling or ineptitude.  They often exhibit words and behaviors perceived as tough or insensitive. The English and Americans deal with issues concurrently but separately, they like all subjects brought to the table but dealt with only one at a time. Germans spend a lot of time on procedural aspects.  They want a well planned, well organized negotiations that is efficient and effective and they use agenda setting and organizing as a means of achieving these goals.


For the Chinese, since time is cyclical, deadlines are not understood and not therefore restrictive.  Chinese see the negotiating process as an opportunity to elicit as much information as possible, particularly that of a technical nature.  This tendency may be associated with the issue of face and their reluctance to display ignorance.   They tend to understand in terms of wholes and total systems and their appreciation of technology may be limited until they have grasped how the diverse elements fit into the system. The Chinese approach is rather to negotiating process to establish a human relationship, often essentially dependent nature, and therefore, their prime goal to create the bonding of “friendship.”


 The Chinese consider mutual relationships and trust very important.  Therefore, in the beginning time will be spent enjoying tea and social talk.  However, they are some of the toughest negotiators in the world.  Technical competence of the negotiators is necessary, and a non-condescending attitude is important because the Chinese research their opponents thoroughly to gain a competitive advantage during negotiation. Nothing is final until it is signed;  they prefer to use an intermediary.  The Chinese delegation will be large.  They rarely use lawyers, and interpreters may have inadequate language skills and experience.   The Chinese are quick to probe for and then exploit, in jujitsu fashion, and any compelling interests of the other party.  In particular they feel they have the advantage whenever the other party exudes enthusiasm and seems to be single -mindedly pursuing a particular objective.


Chinese conduct negotiations in a “linear” manner of discrete stages and in a distinctive (but not unique) style.  The most fundamental characteristic of Chinese negotiators is their attempt to identify foreign officials who are sympathetic to their cause, to cultivate a sense of friendship and obligation in their official counterparts, and then to purse their objectives through a variety of stratagems designed to  manipulate feelings of friendship, obligation, and guilt  or  “ the games of guanxi.”  The process moves through several stages including opening moves, a period of assessment involving facilitating maneuvers and pressure tactics, and the end game.  The Chinese tend to stress at the outset their commitment to abstract principles and will make concessions only at the eleventh hour after they have fully assessed the limits of their interlocutor’s flexibility. After protracted exchanges, when a deadlock seems have been reached, concessions may be made to consummate an agreement.  And while the end-game phase may produce a signed agreement, the Chinese negotiator will continue to press for his objective in a post-agreement phase termed the implementation stage, giving negotiations with the Chinese the quality of continuous bargaining in which closure is never fully reached.


Patience in negotiating with the Chinese is based on the following assumptions:

The Chinese must have time to receive and digest information they need; The Chinese bureaucracy is sluggish and slow; The Chinese have a long-range perspective and are not in a hurry; The Chinese want to avoid mistakes and want to be sure of everything; they have a great need to build relationships;  Chinese subordinates have great fear of criticisms from above and The Chinese do not trust fast talkers who want to make quick deals. In China, patience is the negotiator's most important asset.  The Chinese take it very easy and check all possible implications of the issues under discussion.  They do not want to make mistakes.  They fear that they may be criticized later on and be blamed for possible future problems. The Chinese often seem to feel no pressure to respond promptly to the other party’s initiatives but when they make a proposal they expect immediate responses. They complain about foot dragging and suggest that delays violate the spirit of the relations.  Chinese view life as a flowing stream, simultaneously blending into each other, before and after, nothing ever ends.


Asian negotiation is as much a ceremony as it is a form of business communication. The negotiation style in the Asian context is often described as relationship-oriented, and concentrates on a long-term single source arrangement.  The implication of this style is that it is collaborative and will lead to some mutual satisfaction.  The negotiation is as much as ceremony and courtship as it is a form of business communication.  The form is very important.  In contrast the American style of negotiation ( and to some extent this is an Anglo-Saxon tendency) is to concentrate on the instrumental and results as an outcome.  Focus on the instrumental is very characteristic of Western cultures. When the Taoist concept of wu wei (non-assertion) is applied to business negotiation, the strategy is to seek long-term success through minimal short-term effort:  state a position and wait, hoping that opponents will yield on concessions in order to close, the deal.  Time is not money for Asian negotiators; it’s a weapon. Asian negotiators often open a negotiation, extend an invitation to visit their country, supply some technical information, and dedicate time and resources to forgiv
