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International Marketing Lecture Series

Session 2:  Culture


The most succinct definition for marketing is one that “seeks to fulfill wants and needs of one’s customers.”  Marketing in the simplest form attempts to understand customers in terms of what they buy, when they buy, why they buy, how much they buy, where they buy it, and with what they buy.  Internationally, this means  understanding culture.  The relationship with culture comes into play with the realization that each of the descriptors noted above varies from culture to culture.  Americans find it peculiar that the Chinese believe a dog is a delicacy to be savored at dinner, while the Chinese find it peculiar that Americans buy packaged processed dog food and keep dogs as pets.  Meanwhile, the French take their dogs with them to the finest restaurants where the dogs, too, are served at the table. One must remember that logic is relative: global consumers show astonishing resourcefulness is finding ways to buy what really matters to them. The poorest slums of Calcutta  are home to 70,000 VCRs.  In Mexico, homes with color televisions outnumber those with running water.  No self-respecting Cantonese would accept any less than a 29 inch TV with flat screen technology. One cannot gauge another’s wants and needs by one’s own standards!


Cultural misunderstandings may not just be dangerous but also fatal: Bata sandals caused a riot in Bangladesh which resulted in over fifty people being wounded;  Fundamentalist Muslims demonstrated because the logo on the sandals resembled the Arabic characters for Allah,  “God” in Arabic.   The logo was intended to be a stylish drawing of three bells.  As a result, the government banned the sale of the sandals.  Other times, misunderstandings prove only embarrassing to the company: Betty Crocker attempted to capture the British cake-mix market by offering U.S. style fancy cake mixes with frosting; it discovered the British  consumer ate their cake at tea time and preferred a dry, spongy cake that is suitable for being picked up with the left hand while the right manages a cup of tea.  Only when the company produced and marketed British-style cake mixes did it prosper. United Airlines, upon acquiring  Pan Am’s Pacific routes, inaugurated their Pan-Pacific flight service by handing out white carnations to each passenger; white is a the Oriental symbol of death.

Over 450 definitions of the word culture exist. Culture is a system of communications that makes a human society possible that incorporates the biological and technical behavior of human beings with their verbal and nonverbal systems of expressive behavior. Culture is the sum total of a way of life, including such things as expected behavior, beliefs, values, language, and living practices shared by members of a society; it is the pattern of values, traits, or behaviors shared by the people within a region.  


*

 Some catalyst must exist that is capable of transforming private meanings into public meanings so they become understood by other (future, unborn) members of the society; culture is that catalyst.  Culture consists of both explicit and implicit rules  through which experience is interpreted.  It is  the instrument by which each new generation acquires the capacity to bridge the distance that separates one life from another. The function of culture is to establish modes of conduct, standards of performance, and ways of dealing with interpersonal and environmental relations that will reduce uncertainty, increase predictability, and thereby promote survival and growth among the members of  any society. 



Human societies create a hierarchy of codes for regulating human interaction which offers order, direction, and guidance in all phases of human problem solving by providing "tried and true" methods of satisfying physiological, personal, and social needs.  Shared cultural norms give the people  of any society a sense of their common identity  and   a   means  of   relating   to  one   another. Culture provides standards and "rules" regarding when to eat and what is appropriate to eat for breakfast, lunch, dinner, and  snacks, and what to serve to guests at a dinner party, a picnic, or a wedding.  


    Culture influences behavior and explains how a group filters information; cultural meanings render some forms of activity normal and natural and others strange or wrong. In the process of social evolution, people find certain behaviors and values to be adaptive and helpful; others, nonadaptive and even harmful.  Helpful practices are shared and rewarded; harmful practices are discarded and discouraged.  Over a period of time, useful behaviors, values, and artifacts become institutionalized and incorporated as part of the cultural traditions.  The individual internalizes these institutionalized practices and often forgets their origin.  Shaking  hands, a characteristic form of greeting in many Western cultures, may have originated in the primitive practice of strangers clasping each other’s weapon arm, both as a sign of friendship and as protection from attack.  It’s original function had considerable usefulness and was therefore institutionalized as a social tradition; now, thousands of years later it is functionally obsolete but it still survives as a valued custom. Likewise,  many of any society’s cultural behaviors and traditions have outlived their original purpose and survive as symbolic acts—a form of ‘cultural baggage’.  These societal norms have led to the development and pattern maintenance of institutions in society with a particular structure and way of functioning.  These include the family, education systems, politics, and legislation. 

*

*
*           *


 These institutions, once they have become facts, reinforce the societal norms and the ecological conditions that led to them.  In a relatively closed society (as is the Japanese), such a system will hardly change at all.  Institutions may be changed, but this does not necessarily affect the societal norms; and when these remain unchanged, the persistent influence of a majority value system patiently smoothes the new institutions until their structure and functioning is again adapted to the societal norms.  Cultural  beliefs, values, and customs continue to be followed so long as they yield satisfaction.  However, when a specific standard no longer fully satisfies the members of a society, it is modified or replaced, so that the resulting standard is more in line with the current needs and desires of the society.  Thus, culture gradually but continually evolves to meet the needs of society.


These norms differ between cultures. One culture may focus on different aspects of an agreement (legal, financial) rather than  another  (personal, relationships).  Some cultures focus on the specific details of the agreement (documenting the agreement), while other cultures focus on how the promises can be kept (process and implementation).  Americans negotiate a contract;  Japanese negotiate a personal relationship.  Culture conditions people to view and to value differently the many  social interactions inherent in fashioning an agreement. For example, a study found that the Chinese would choose decision alternatives involving greater face saving, longer term repayment of obligations, more authoritarian and less consensual decision process, and greater focus on pan-ethical viewpoint. than Anglos. The Chinese tend to accept their environments rather than seeking to change it. They seek to fit or harmonize with the environment while Westerners seek control of their environment. These behaviors, deeply rooted in their respective cultures have immense implications for business behaviors and marketing practices.



One example lies in the differences of the importance of the individual to the group (individualism versus collectivism).   In Japan the impulses and needs of the individual tend to be subordinated to the good of the group; in the United States any intrusion by the group on the rights of the individual is regarded as unwarranted (If one is the land of the big ‘WE’, the other is the land of the big ‘I’).  In Japan, predominant values are for minimizing differences, preserving harmony, and reinforcing group loyalty; these customs are derived from ancient Japan where a nation short on resources but long on people required the participation of all its members in an orderly manner if survival were to result—hence a heavily collectivist tradition evolved. In the United States, the prevailing customs tend for maximizing difference, confrontation, and compromise. This individualistic approach may be derived from the frontier days when one’s nearest neighbor was miles away and one had to be very driven, self oriented and individualistic to survive.   The aim of decision making in one is to avoid discord in pursuit of consensus while in the other it is to promote competition in ideas in pursuit of objective truth.    Vastly different philosophies but equally reasonable based upon their own respective geographical limitations and history.


Few humans are consciously aware of their own culture.  This is analogous to a fish in water. The fish is at home in, and comfortably unconscious of, its environment, the water.  The last thing a fish would discover would be water.  It becomes uncomfortable and aware of its environment only when it is out of the water and exposed to air.  Similarly, mankind, throughout most of history, has been only vaguely conscious of the existence of culture and has owned this little consciousness to contrasts between his tribe’s own customs  and those from another tribe with which he happens to be in contact. One result of which is that when  humans find themselves out of their natural cultural environment, culture shock ensues.


One of the most difficult  and important aspects of carrying on international is to understand the differences in cultural perceptions and values,in needs within a society.  Within a cultural context, a firm's products and services can be viewed as offering appropriate or acceptable solutions for individual or social needs.  If a product is no longer acceptable because a value or custom related to its use does not adequately satisfy human needs or fails to satisfy or address adequately the particular cultural values of the society, then the firm producing it must be ready to adjust or revise its product offering.   The need to address a potential market from a cultural point of view prior to marketing to the foreign country separates the successful firm from the unsuccessful one.  An interesting example is filter-tipped cigarettes. Filter tipped cigarettes often sell poorly in less developed countries.  Consumers in wealthier countries are more aware of the health risks and willing to pay more for the filter tip.  In poor countries where the life expectancy rarely exceeds forty, threats from cancer are much less real and can be more easily ignored.  For these consumers, the extra cost involved in the filter become the critical issue.

  Characteristics of Culture
•Functional: In every society, the culture of that society has a functional purpose 

that provides guidelines for behavior that is crucial for the survival of the group.

•A Social Phenomena: Culture arises out of human interaction, is a human 


creation, and is unique to human society. 

•Prescriptive:  Culture defines and prescribes acceptable behaviors. 

•Learned:  Culture is not inherited genetically but is rather the result of acquired 

behavior learned from other members of the society. 

•Arbitrary: Cultural practices have a certain arbitrariness since behaviors 


acceptable in one culture are not acceptable in other cultures.

•Value-Laden:  Culture provides values and tells people what is expected of them. 

•Facilitates Communications: verbal and non-verbal

•Adaptive/Dynamic: Culture is constantly changing to adapt to new situations and 

new sources of knowledge; it changes as society changes and evolves.

•Long Term: Contemporary cultures have resulted from thousands of years of 


accumulated experience and knowledge. 

•Satisfies Needs.Culture exists to satisfy the needs of the people within a 


society. Culture takes on new traits and discards the old useless ones according 

to the society’s needs.  But the core values remain the same. 

Language

Eskimos have many words to describe the concept of snow because the difference in the forms of snow plays a much more important role in their daily life than say,  a native of Bermuda or Haiti. A country’s language is key to its culture.  Language expresses the thinking patterns of a culture; what is important and what is not important to a particular culture can be ascertained by what is present and what is not present in its language.   The words of the language are merely concepts reflecting the culture from which it is derived.  It is the spoken language that dominates  as it changes more quickly and reflects the culture more directly. The Sapir-Whorf hypothesis suggests that language is not merely  a mechanism for communicating ideas but is itself a shaper of ideas. 


Regional dialects can produce substantial differences in the same language (note natives from Minnesota, Mississippi, and Boston may not be able to easily understand each other). For example, former West Germans and former East Germans have difficulty communicating. The language of West and East Germans diverged for 45 years since they were divided in 1945 and until their reunification in 1990.   The Wessi (as a West German is called in East Germany) have different words and different meanings for the same word than did their cousins in the East. 



Cultures are proud of their native tongue.  In today’s modern world, concerns exist in many countries that one’s language is becoming obsolete. France passed a law in February 1994 which became effective in 1996 that French radio stations have to devote at least 40 percent of their prime time music programming to songs in French.  This ignores the fact that English is the language of choice for the hip in France.   The law also indicates every second French song has to come from so-called new talent ; the law does not require that the artists show talent, simply that they haven’t made any hits. Critics complain that the 40 percent quota is too high, citing the mediocrity and uniformity of French music production.  France is seeking to protect its culture against what it considers the perfidious influence of the English language. Disney was taken to court because seven of its Paris’ retail stores’ 5000 items did not have French labels. (Parisian law requires all labels be written in French.) French consumers prefer American television and tune out French programs.  American films account for over 70% of all box office receipts in the European Union. (Jurassic Park had lines that stretched for blocks; meanwhile, the high budget French film Queen Margot was moderately successful in France and flopped abroad.) The French consider this invasion American cultural imperialism. France spent $16 billion to produce cultural products in France in 1994, three-quarters of which came from the government.  The European Union demands that 51 percent of all television programming be European.  French moviegoers pay an 11 percent tax so the government can provide most of the funding for the French film industry.  French language must be used on television and radio, in all advertising, schools and workplaces. The use of an English term is forbidden if an adequate French word is available. 


The major blunder in language comes from mistranslation, lack of understanding of slang or idioms in the native language, and use of the wrong dialect. The name Esso meant stalled car when pronounced phonetically in Japan.  Its replacement  of Enco referred to a sewage disposal truck. A Spanish translation for Budweiser: King of Beer used the wrong gender; Beer (cerveza) is a noun of the feminine gender in Spanish and therefore cannot be the King but must be the Queen of Beers. “Cue” toothpaste was introduced in France by Colgate-Palmolive who did not realize that Cue  in French is a pornographic word.  When the American film “City Slickers” went to France, its title was changed to “Life, Love and Cows.” Brown sugar is referred to differently according to Hispanic local and backgrounds; in New York (azucar negra), Miami (azucar prieta), California (azucar cafe) and South Texas (azucar morena) and elsewhere (azucar pardo).   Americans are not the only ones who make translations errors. Creap (Japanese coffee creamer) and Super Piss (Finnish product for unfreezing car locks) were products introduced into the United States which, not surprisingly, did not prosper.

*   *   *   *   *


The solution to avoiding such faux pas is backtranslating: having one translator translate a document or ad from the original language to the intended language and having a second translator independently translate the message back to the original language. If the incoming and outgoing messages agree, the translation is likely to succeed.  If there is disagreement, analysis of the message must be made, the message changed and backtranslated again until the two match. For example, the term entree means appetizer in Australia but main course in Israel; if the product were labeled an entree, its price and market position would need to differ considerably in those two countries. Although backtranslation will solve the problems of literal translation issues, it does not eliminate the problems of whether or not the “context of use” is the same.

Non-Verbal Communications

Nonverbal behavior may be defined as any behavior, intentional or unintentional,  beyond the words themselves that can be interpreted by a receiver as having meaning. Nonverbal behaviors could include facial expressions, eye contract, gestures, body movements, posture, physical appearance, space, touch and time usage are different from culture to culture. Nonverbal behaviors either accompany verbal messages or are used independently of verbal messages.  They may affirm and emphasize or contradict spoken messages.  Nonverbal behaviors are more likely to be used unconsciously because they are habitual and routine behaviors. Over 70 percent of the content of any message is not contained in the verbal but in the nonverbal portion of the message.  People will tend to emphasize the nonverbal element and override the verbal if there is disagreement between what one says verbally and what one’s body language. 


Noise consists of the background distractions that have nothing to do with the substance of the  message and can derive from gestures, space (proximity) or behavior which seems overly- or insufficiently-courteous, or clothing, or work surroundings that do not feel right for the occasion.   Gestures and body postures that have a meaning in a certain culture can have a completely different  significance in a different cultural environment. Sometimes the noise can be so great that little if any of the communications gets through.  Showing the sole of the shoe to an Arab or using the left hand when conducting business to a devout Muslim has cost many a businessperson considerable business opportunities.


The most irritating  “noise”  to Americans when conducting business with the Japanese is silence or the use of long pauses before responding.  The Japanese often use little verbal activity, nod frequently, use silence, even close eyes while others are  speaking (this helps them concentrate in Zen Buddhist fashion). Silence to a Japanese means one is projecting a favorable impression and is thinking deeply about the problem.  When in an impasse, the typical Japanese response is silence, withdrawal or change of subject. Japanese politeness can at times come across as artificial and excessive to many Americans. American directness and overbearing manner may signal to Japanese a lack of self control and implicitly untrustworthiness; at the very least it signals a lack of sincerity (which means “truthfulness” to the Japanese). The Japanese will smile when he is amused but it is customary for a servant to smile when he is scolded by his master.  He will also smile when he is forced to report an unfortunate event, a polite gesture that the servant does not wish to burden his master with his personal tragedies and therefore smiles in order to indicate to his master that it is not necessary to take the tragedy too seriously.  


An American attributes an unwillingness to engage in a frank conversation to an Indian who does not look the American directly in the eye; the Indian attributes to the American an attempt to control and dictate by means of direct physical confrontation. To look away is a sign of showing respect to Indians while in the United States, respect is shown by looking directly at the speaker. In India, older people are automatically given respect due to their age.  Touching an older person’s feet is not an uncommon practice in India, one that shows respect for one’s seniors. 


In contrast, the French have direct and intense eye contact that the Americans will attribute to aggressiveness and stubbornness.  The French person meanwhile is likely to attribute weakness, casualness and insincerity to the American when the intense gaze is not returned or it is avoided. Americans also unknowingly create noise: slouching, chewing gum, using first names, forgetting titles, joking, wearing too casual clothing, being overtly friendly towards the opposite sex, speaking too loudly, being too egalitarian with the wrong people (usually lower class), working with one’s hands, carrying bundles, tipping too much. Such noise in one’s conduct, although perfectly natural in communication with  another of one’s own culture, may have the unintended effect of derailing the message when in an cross-cultural setting.







*

Religion

Religion has profound influences on the beliefs and practices around the world. Coca Cola printed country flags on its cans in Spain and McDonald’s did the same for its carry-out bags for its children's meals in Britain, both in an effort to capitalize on the World Cup soccer games in 1994.  Muslims quickly became outraged.  The green and white flag of Saudi Arabia featured an Arabic passage (“There is no God but Allah and Mohammed is his prophet.”) that they felt should be treated with reverence not commercialism, let alone to be thrown out in the trash. McDonald’s printed up 2 million of the bags for the promotion while Coca-Cola had produced 270 million cans bearing the flags of the 24 world cup nations.  Both companies ceased production immediately of the offending product.  


However, a smart marketer can also  take advantage of religion. Historically, camera sales in Saudi Arabia were quite limited because of Islamic traditions.  However, Polaroid instant photography allowed Arab men to photograph their wives and daughters in the privacy of their homes without the need for strangers to handle the film in a processing lab.  Consequently, sales boomed there.  Beef is taboo for Hindus while Pork is taboo for Muslims: McDonald’s in India sells vegeburgers (soybeans) and lamb. Animism, in which spirits and ancestors are though to have an ongoing interest in the behavior of the living, is not an unusual rite.  Thus, the smart businessman might want to consult an oracle or soothsayer about the propriety of making a deal.

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, when 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 (linear logic), 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 (circular logic). 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. Similarly, Indonesians have ‘rubber time;’ to them time is elastic and qualitative.  If something comes up that is more important than business—like a festival or a wedding, business gets postponed.


Americans schedule; the clock ‘runs’ for them; everything must be organized, compartmentalized, have an beginning and an end. The Chinese with over 5,000 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 table.  They do not view time as a constraint or as a set of limits in which a particular task must be completed. 


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. 


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 behavior.  An orientation towards the future implies an expectation of advancement or progressive development; one is 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; one’s 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 five minutes early and engaging in business at 10 or shortly thereafter. In Japan,   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 an approximation 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 appointments 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 in 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. 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. 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 Monochronic nature of Germans and Americans (ranking activities by priority and impact and doing one thing at a time) frustrates a polychronic culture’s 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 concerned 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 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.   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. 






*

*







*

Space

While Americans feel comfortable with a space distance of three feet (and very little touching), Mexicans, Italians, and Arab men typically get extremely close to their counterparts, space is close, people stand close to each other, sit close to each other and regularly touch and embrace each other. These cultures believe in virtually eyeball to eyeball contact. The Japanese and English prefer greater distances. Mexicans use some physical contact to signal confidence, such as a hand on the upper arm.  Americans who are standoffish from the abrazo (Latin American embrace) have signaled a certain coolness to their hosts. Mexicans communicate with hand movements, physical contact and emotional expressions. 


 Right and left can take on different connotations: the Arabic and Hebrew languages are read from right to left while most Western languages are read left to right. This affects the flow of logic.  A three panel advertisement for a laundry detergent showed dirty clothes and the soap in one panel followed by a busy washer in the second and the third, on the far right, showing clean clothes.  The ad was printed unchanged for an Arabic insert: to one familiar with the Arabic language, it appeared that clean clothes went in the washer with the detergent and after washing the detergent made them dirty!   In Spain, Denmark, Holland, and  Germany, Catholic women wear the wedding ring on the right hand, not the left as is common in the U.S. The right handed motor in an English mill is the same as a left handed motor in an American mill.  Americans views the production run from the downstream and thus see the motor differently from the British who look at things from the start of the production run .


The French place their supervisor at the center to watch and control of the subordinates all around them.  In Japan, everything is open and supervisors sit at one end  of a room from where they can see and hear everything that is going on in the room. While window offices are high-status in the United States, the Japanese expression “sitting near the window” refers to employees who have been retired on the job.


Another variant of space is the value placed upon history within  a culture.  To Americans, any building older than 50 years is worthy of being called a National Historic Shrine.  Yet, many Americans have no regrets about demolishing the old building and replace it with a modern office tower.  In Europe, cultures are proud of their millenniums of history and the shrines they have.  Conflict naturally results. In June 1996, McDonald’s wanted to put a restaurant in a 150-year-old building in Paris where Picasso, and other famous artists once frequented. Even though other franchises are located on the Champs-Elysees, Parisians have declared the city’s historic Montparnasse district off-limits. McDonald’s quickly capitulated.

Color


Vendors in Hong Kong dunk white eggs in tea to change the naturally white color to brown.  White in the Orient is representative of death and must be avoided. New England brown eggs which come from Rhode Island Red hens therefore have a natural advantage in the Hong Kong market ($25 million in 1994). Green denotes adventurous in the United States and Japan but trustworthiness in China and Korea; In Taiwan,  a man wears green to signify his wife has been unfaithful. In China, the most popular color is red, it denotes happiness.  Black also elicits a positive response because it denotes power and trustworthiness. For decades, Darkie Toothpaste was among the best selling brands in Asia with a package featuring a minstrel in black face; due to protests from Afro-Americans, both the brand name and package has been changed. Although blue is thought to be the most masculine color to most Americans, in France and Britain it is red. Americans think pink is feminine, most of the rest of the world considers yellow to be the most feminine color. In China and Japan, grey is associated with inexpensive products; however, in the United States, grey is associated with expense as well as high quality and dependability. 

Numbers

The number 7 is considered bad luck in Kenya, good luck in Czech Republic and has magical connotations in Benin.   The use of the number 4 should be avoided in Japan since the word for4, shih, is also the Japanese word for death; merchants do not sell fourpacks in Japan. In Hong Kong, the number 8 is lucky.  A million million is a billion for the Japanese and British but not for Americans.  


A careless American manufacturer once requested critical parts from an European supplier.  He designated  the required date as April 7, 1995:  4/7/95; he received the urgent parts nearly three months later on July 4th—unlike American month/day/year, Europeans use day/month/year.

Manners and Customs

An American awards ceremony is characterized by humor and a joyous fast-paced tempo—all of which is directly opposite of what would be acceptable and understandable in Japan. When awards are given to a Japanese group, the participants rarely came forward when called to receive their award, they clapp at the wrong times and do not react when they should have. The Western practice of opening a speech with a good joke falls flat in the Orient.  John Condon gave an excellent example in a speech in 1974:


“If this were an all-U.S. audience, I might begin with a joke.  If this were an all-Japanese audience, I might better begin with an apology.  Since we are a mixed group, let me begin by apologizing for not making a joke.”

Status-consciousness

The English language has one form of address, all persons are addressed with the pronoun ‘you.’  In the Germanic and Romance language two forms exist, the personal and the formal.  In Japanese  three forms exist, depending upon whether one is speaking to a superior, subordinate, or a peer. Different forms exist for male and female and even to distinguish between an older brother and a younger brother. Not indicating the proper form can alienate foreign partners.  Americans may have difficulty playing the high social status role that goes with important position in societies such as Mexico.  There is an art to being waited on and deferred to while at the same time being protective of the personal dignity of people in lower social positions. Most Latin parents would prefer their children to enter a high-status occupation such as law, architecture or medicine.  In general, business is thought of as low in prestige. Latin society is fairly rigid by American standards; Latins are raised to have a strong sense of social place.  Respect for rank and hierarchy is instilled in children at a very young age.


To an egalitarian society (like the United States), status differences may not just be difficult to understand and to adjust to, they also may be dangerous: Korean copilots are conditioned to keep quiet, they being subordinate to the pilot. Providing information to a superior or asking too many questions is regarded as disrespectful while  confessing ignorance is a loss of face in a highly status-prone society such as Korea’s.  This situation has more than once caused near-misses in the airways.
Food preferences

Next to language, food and drink are the most culturally sensitive and grounded topic. Examine the differences inherent in eating breakfast. Traditionally, Germans eat bread with cheese or meat in the mornings while the Japanese eat primarily rice-based breakfasts. Tang had a hard time in France because the French drink little orange juice and almost none at breakfast. Tang instead repositioned the drink as a multifavored refreshment, good anytime. Kellogg’s has sold its Corn Flakes in France since 1935 with minimal success.  The French have not traditionally eaten corn, 80 percent of the corn harvested in France is  fed to pigs and chickens.  


Japanese traditionally have considered breakfast cereals a children’s snack.  As health conscious Japanese began to eat cereal for breakfast, new cereals were demanded that contained bran, granola, whole rice and even vegetables.  Kellogg’s Genmai flakes is made from ground whole rice.  Nestle’s Vegetable Time is a salty corn-flake cereal with vegetable power, in three colors: green for spinach, orange for carrot, and yellow for pumpkin. Many Japanese suffer from lactose intolerance, which complicates the promotion of a breakfast consisting of cereal and milk. 


Unlike Japan, India is an ideal market for Kellogg to introduce its cereal since breakfast is a well established daily meal in India; since milk is already a staple in Most Indian’s diet, fewer cultural changes will be necessary. Even though most Indians eat a hot breakfast with traditional foods such as chapatis (an unleavened bread) or dosas (a fried pancake), Kellogg’s is targeting India’s vast 100 to 200 million middle-class consumers.  Nonetheless, it faces an uphill battle as Indians are unaccustomed to waking up to Western-style breakfast cereal.  Just 3 percent of Indians eat breakfast cereal; Most prefer cooked breakfast. The lifestyle of Indians (polychronic) allows them plenty of time to cook and consume a leisurely hot breakfast.  Kellogg's assumes that people will pay a premium for convenience and speed (120 rupees for a box of Kellogg’s cornflakes compared to 30-40 rupees for an Indian brand). Kellogg is still optimistic. General Foods introduced American style Jell-O to Great Britain but the British were not interested in the powdered substance; in Great Britain the product is sold in its jelled form; if it does not jiggle and look ready to eat, it isn’t proper.

*  *  *    *


Minimizing International  Marketing Mistakes


•  Be Sensitive to dos and taboos.  Develop cultural empathy


•  Recognize, understand, accept and respect another’s culture and differences


•  Be culturally neutral . . different is not necessary better or worse.


• Never assume transferability of a concept from one culture to another. 


  In the United States, foreign culture is not the exclusive domain of foreign citizens.  In this new multicultural age,  American citizens could be of Vietnamese, Mexican,  Haitian, Russian, Bosnian, native American, or Indian ethnic descent.  They could be born in the United States or in their homeland.  Yet many still carry their culture with them.  Unlike a hundred years ago, assimilation into the American culture is not a sure bet.  Therefore, understanding of culture is of major importance even to those who deal domestically with only domestic plants and domestic customers. To those who do deal with foreign customers, suppliers, bankers, it becomes not merely important, not just critical, but mandatory, if one is to succeed in the international marketplace.

