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Cultural differences abound.  The risks of ignoring them are great, local failure if one is lucky, global disaster if not.  Differences can be in something as mundane as language (the 15 nation European Union recognizes eleven official languages!)When Coca Cola first entered China, the calligraphy that made the sounds for Coke translated as “bite the wax tadpole;”  After much research another variation with approximately the same sound was found, one that meant “may the mouth rejoice.”) or as important yet less observable as non-verbal signals. (While the French do greet each other with kisses on the cheek, one kiss is an unfinished greeting and an insult; Never touch the head of a Thai or pass an object over it, the head is considered sacred in Thailand.)  Symbols not may, they do vary in meaning (The Japanese revere the crane as being very lucky for it is said to live a thousand years.) Even seemingly innocent use of symbols can backfire: To commemorate Mexico’s Flag Day, two local Mexico City McDonald’s papered their serving trays with placements embossed with a replicate of the national emblem;  Authorities swooped down and confiscated the disrespectful placemats. 


Even attitudes towards basic necessities are not uniform or universal: In the U.S., T-shirts and jeans convey an informal attitude towards clothing and a lack of interest in any status that clothing may convey; Americans thus convey ordinariness and an interest in not standing out.  In Russia, the opposite is true.  Because real blue jeans and T-shirts are in short supply, those who wear such clothing signal to society that they are aware of current fashions and are status conscious; thus they separate the individual from the rest of society. The rationale for buying is different for the two cultures and just as logical if viewed from each culture’s perspective. Accumulation of jewelry in India is far less intended for display of social status than for security and accumulation of wealth


Like the elephant being described by the blind men, separate cultures can view the same item and yet see, feel, and believe different emotions. Two KitKat commercials were tested in six countries to determine the effectiveness of advertising approaches across cultures: the ‘quackers’ and the ‘hitchhiker’. The objective was to reinforce the link between KitKat and taking a break.   The main benefit perceived in the Quackers commercial is the idea of sharing KitKat in Belgium, the break with Kitkat in England but the quality of the product in Italy.  The Hitchhiker commercial shows Germans how to relax with Kitkat while for the French it shows the magic effect of KitKat.  The Belgium perceive KitKat as a crispy bar while the English  think of the product as a snack, the Italians as a good product, a relaxing product by the Germans, and a little product by the Dutch1.  The Japanese consumer views products much more as valuable in and  of themselves, not in the instrumental (utilitarian) manner of a Westerner. For a Japanese consumer, the beauty of a stereo set lies not only in the functional aspects, but also in the appearance, the size, and so on. Whether product features are ultimately functional or not is much less important than to the Westerner; to the Japanese, products have an intrinsic  value  and  can  thus  be enjoyed in their own  rights2.


Oftentimes, the values and beliefs present in different cultures can create interpretation problems over the most simplest of ideas. A member of a collectivist culture viewing the classic Twelve Angry Men would be surprised that twelve ordinary men would pose a challenge to the authority of the professional, the judge.  In addition, the stance of the single juror appears to have no loyalty to the group and harms its harmony by dissenting. Nepotism denotes favoritism and thus an ill practice in the United States while In Latin America and throughout the Arab world, to give special treatment to a relative is considered to be fulfilling an obligation; it only makes sense to hire someone you can trust.


Even the concept of conversation could differ significantly enough to create confusion and lay the groundwork for failure. In the Danish culture, the main purpose of interpersonal communication is maintenance of familiar atmosphere and relation of affection . . . it is impolite to explain things or to ask questions.  In Sweden, the purpose of daily interpersonal communications is transmission of new information or frank feelings.  One prefers to be silent unless one has a important message, while in Denmark, one must keep talking. In Mexico, you should always inquire about one’s wife and family, in Saudi Arabia, you never should. In Mexico although the dictionary meaning of manana is tomorrow, in actually  it means “soon.”  In Arabic, bukara means “some time in the future.”


Food and drink are especially culture-bound and prone to mistakes if not careful. Different nationalities eat different things at different times of the day. The British eat a large, cooked breakfast. The Belgians traditionally eat soup with their supper. The French eat vegetables and potatoes as separate courses. Japanese prefer their food fresh, and alive, moving on the plate and eating it raw.  The French have a locally known aversion to doing business over breakfast. Schweppes tonic water typically serves as a mixer in the U.S. and Britain  where drinks like gin and tonic are popular.  The French drink it without alcohol. In Japan, perfume is rarely used, suntans are considered ugly, and bath oil is impractical in home showers or communal baths; thus, companies selling those products have an uphill battle. The concept of cooling and heating the body is important in Chinese thinking: malted milk is considered heating, fresh milk is cooling, brandy is sustaining, whiskey harmful.  Even eating practices can differ:  men and women eat separately in the Arab world. 


Sometimes events are beyond control of a single company. Political tensions between Britain and Saudi Arabia are taking a toll on British business. Engineering company Babcock International blames a yearend $27 million loss on a big drop in Saudi orders.  Other companies believe they, too, are being punished now that Saudi dissident Muhammad A.S. al-Mass'ari has overturned the British government's attempts to deport him. The Saudis on Apr. 22 said four people who confessed to the Nov. 13 bomb blast that struck a Saudi National Guard installation in Riyadh admit they were influenced by Islamic groups outside the kingdom, including al-Mass'ari's Committee for the Defense of Legitimate Rights. The Saudi government wants to stamp out any further unrest by gagging outside agitators, such as al-Mass'ari, whose group regularly lambastes the Saudi royal family as corrupt in widely photocopied faxes and Internet messages. The British government angered human-rights groups by trying to deport al-Mass'ari, but an appeals court ruled the deportation order was invalid because it could endanger his life.

    Other British companies have also been hit. Critical coverage of Saudi Arabia's human-rights record by the BBC-led Rome-based Orbit Communications, owned by a group chaired by a cousin to King Fahd,  to stop transmitting the BBC's Arabic TV service. Share prices in British Aerospace, GKN, Rolls-Royce, and Vickers, which have or are seeking contracts worth billions of dollars, all declined on the news. The stakes in the dispute are especially high for British Aerospace, nearly one-third of the company's $10 billion in revenues and almost all of its profits come from Saudi weapons sales3. What can a company do in such a situation? Go with the flow.  Control what can be and accept what cannot be—and know the difference as the old Gallic saying goes.


That progress is being made can be seen from Chrysler’s invasion of the Japanese market.  For years, the big three refused to sell right hand wheeled cars to the Japanese.  Now, not only are they doing so but in a major way. To Americans, Chrysler Corp.'s Neon subcompact is cute. But the Japanese press is calling the Neon a “Japan car killer.'' Whatever you call it, a right-hand-drive Neon arrived in Japanese showrooms on June 15, 1996 after months of hype. The Neon launch shaped up as an important test case of U.S. makers' ability to score in Japan. In the year since the controversial Japan-U.S. auto agreement, America's Big Three have been struggling, spending millions to establish organizations that will enable them to compete seriously in Japan. Neon's debut also marks Chrysler's first big step out of the Jeep niche and toward a wider product line in Japan. ``This car is crucial,'' says Chrysler Japan Sales President Hideo Hohgi.


Chrysler is making a serious effort to sell in Japan. America's No.3 auto maker paid $100 million last summer for control of a small network of Japanese dealerships. In April it opened a $10 million inspection center and parts depot in Kanagawa Prefecture, two hours from Tokyo. Chrysler has also invested $180 million in developing right-hand-drive models for Japan and other international markets. By the end of the 1996, the company plans to have five right-hand-drive models available in Japan: three Jeeps, the Neon, and the Voyager minivan. The Japanese subsidiary is also pressing for a high-end right-hand-drive model such as the Stratus or Cirrus to complete its lineup. In 1995, the Jeep Cherokee was the company's only product in Japan.


Neon is aimed at Japan's toughest market segment, the small sedan. The Japanese buy some 3 million such autos each year—almost half of Japan's car market—and competition is fierce. Neon goes wheel-to-wheel with such popular cars as the Toyota Corolla and the Honda Civic. Next to the 340,000 Corollas or 121,000 Civics sold in Japan last year, Chrysler's target of 8,000 Neons for 1997—eventually going to 20,000 units per year—looks insignificant. However, as yet, only four imported models have sold more than 10,000 units in a year: the Volkswagen Golf, the Mercedes C-Class, the Opel Astra, and Chrysler's Cherokee.

       Before Chrysler can persuade Japanese consumers to buy, it must persuade more dealers to stock its cars. Chrysler has only about 125 outlets, compared with, say, Honda Motor Co.'s 1,800. Adding dealers, says Osamu Nagata, vice-president in charge of marketing for Chrysler Japan Sales, is still the toughest task facing the Big Three. U.S. makers must also persuade salespeople to actually sell the cars, especially in multibrand showrooms. Some 80 percent of the 15,000 Jeeps bought in Japan last year were sold through Honda, which has no plans to sell Neons. An education and incentive program for salespeople seems essential4.

      Chrysler is spending $5 million on advertising in the initial three months of the launch, targeting first-time female buyers aged 24 to 36 and male buyers aged 30 to 49. Some 70 percent of the ad budget is for 30- and 50-second television spots. Just as in the U.S., the car zooms up to the camera—only in Japan it says, ``Konnichi wa. Neon desu (Hello. I'm Neon).''

       The Neon should appeal to the Japanese consumer. The car has a distinctive front end, is basically the right size, and comes with standard features such as dual air bags, which are still expensive options on many Japanese models. Even the mighty Toyota Motor Corp. is taking notice. ``We've seen a real improvement in the imports,'' says a Toyota spokesman. ``It's definitely making things more interesting.'' If Chrysler's Neon can squeeze out just a fraction of the market share of Toyota, Nissan, or Honda, it will have widened the crack in the door to Japan.


Contrast the Neon’s efforts to an already established success story: GM Opel has been a hit in Japan’s imported vehicle market in just three years of marketing in Japan.  Opel’s small size is well suited to Japanese roads and parking places, it has long made right hand drive versions for sale in Japan and it has the European cachet Japanese consumers generally prefer. Japanese consumers are extremely finicky and care about a car’s fit and finish, rather than the way it is sold or how it drives. Opel has played up to those desires5.


In summary, three  major rules would start you on the route to success in cross-cultural marketing: 


 1. Recognize that a foreign customer is different from you—in perceptions, motivation, beliefs, and outlook. Identify, understand, accept, and respect the other’s culture.  Be prepared to communicate and operate on two separate and different cultural wavelengths.  Don't assume sameness. One should not fall into the Self Reference Criterion fallacy and assume that anything that is acceptable in one’s own culture is necessarily acceptable in all other cultures. Familiar behaviors may have different meanings. One must adjust the pace of business to that of the people with whom you are trying to do business. One must treat everybody with whom you deal with the greatest personal respect. Even the British, who the Americans typically treat as brothers and next of kin, have a separate and distinct business culture, thinking of them as Americans in spirit and treating them as such, will only serve to worsen relations and possibly ruin the business deal.
What you think of as normal or human behavior may only be cultural. Don't assume that what you meant is what was understood; Don't  assume that what you understood is what was meant


 2.  Be culturally neutral.  Being different does not denote being better or inferior.  Do not cast judgment on the other party’s cultural mores any more than you would want them to judge your values. It may be true that  from a moral point of view some foreign customs may appear senseless, capricious, even cruel and insane to you.  But remember you are visiting the country as a businessperson—not as a missionary. You plan to do business there—not to convert the natives to American customs and practices.  Recognize that they probably feel the same way about your culture as you do theirs.  It may not be necessary to adopt  their values as part of your own personal value system.  All that is necessary is that you accept  and respect their norms as part of their culture. Market to their culture and their mores and norms as you would want them to market to your own sensitivities.


 3. Be sensitive to their cultural norms, dos and taboos. Try to understand what they are and how your behavior may impact them even if it causes you discomfort or emotional stress. Most people do behave rationally; you just have to discover the rationale. You don’t have to like or accept different behavior, but you should try to understand where it comes from in order to make peace with that behavior or at least not react so strongly to it. Yet it is necessary to accept, and to proceed with the business without showing distress if one wishes to come home with an agreement that is beneficial to both parties and marks the start of a long-term, healthy relationship between two companies  from  two cultures.  One way to bridge cultural differences is to demonstrate interest in, knowledge of, respect for, and appreciation of the other side’s culture. Failure to do so can easily be interpreted as  an  act of cultural superiority and arrogance,  a statement that the other side’s culture is not significant or important. Questions about culture framed in an uncritical way show  that you find the other side’s culture to be interesting, important, and worth learning about. Therefore, the international marketer should try to learn as much as possible about the other side’s culture. Marketers should be tolerant and respectful of cultural differences.  Once differences are understood, marketers should seek ways of accommodating them.  Some islands of cultural commonality should be found and enjoyed together.

