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By Jenny Castelino, Director Intercultural & Language Solutions, Asia Pacific
Jenny has more than 17 years’ senior management experience with leading
multinational corporations in the Asia Pacific region. She worked for General
Electric for 12 years in the UK, Hong Kong and, most recently, in Singapore.
Her pan-regional roles in Asia Pacific included business development, director
for regional marketing, and establishing a regional consulting practice on
their behalf. When Jenny joined Cartus more than seven years ago as director
of business development for SE Asia, her focus was exclusively in the
corporate sector, assisting local and regional corporate clients with the
outsourcing of their Expatriate Administration programs. Over the past four
years, she has assumed the role of Director of Intercultural and Language and
Consulting Solutions. In this capacity, she is responsible for the effective
development of customized cross-cultural and language training solutions for
globally mobile employees of key clients in the region. In her consulting role,
she helps regionally based clients develop and streamline their expatriate management policy provisions,
with a view to maximizing both efficiency and effectiveness. Jenny was born in Africa and holds an
Honors degree in Business Management from the University of London. Her diverse background and
experience enable her to bring fresh perspectives to her role.

Years ago, one of our clients had relocated a senior-level Indian executive to Singapore.
He was chosen for his reputation, since he was perceived to be of very high caliber. The
company had placed him in various positions over the years to develop his career, but
there was an issue: While he met every company performance expectation and exceeded
goals in each scenario, he had completely alienated his colleagues along the way. With a
style that was described as “dictatorial and aggressive,” and a habit of not listening to
others nor collaborating, the company was concerned about his future.
Cartus was contracted to provide the executive with Global Executive Coaching support,
aimed at helping him gain greater self-awareness for the reasons behind his preferred
leadership style and its impact on his overall performance - and then to provide guidance
for change. During our work together, we discovered that the executive was the eldest
son in a large family. In India, a great deal of responsibility comes with this familial
position. The expectation is that you will take control, be responsible for others and not
ask anyone for help with what are your expected responsibilities. The executive didn’t
even realize that this had been a personal driver. He simply thought he had been doing
the right thing and fulfilling his responsibilities from a goal-achievement perspective,
having been taught that this is how good leaders behave. Had our client’s HR
department been aware of this common cultural more and the executive been more selfaware, steps could have been taken along the way to address his ability to collaborate
and interact with others.
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Ultimately, the coaching was highly successful and his performance in all areas
improved. The executive even requested an extension on the coaching support which he
found to be life-changing and impactful.
There is a belief, or at least there was a belief, that doing business with and in other countries
will eventually blur cultural lines, making such differences a thing of the past. In some ways, it’s
easy to see how this perception is spread. Social media has shrunk the world at an alarming
rate, and has encouraged campaigns of unity and acceptance around the globe.
We’re also traveling more than ever before. A business trip from the U.S. to Paris used to be a
plum assignment, reserved for top-level executives. Today, it’s a common occurrence for
employees of multinational organizations to travel globally, regardless of pay grade.
We see more, hear more, and experience more than any generation past. Our virtual and onsite
offices are a melting pot of backgrounds, ethnicities, and beliefs. In fact, a recent meta-analysis
comparing intra-national and international differences revealed even greater cultural variety
within countries than between them. There are an increasing number of large cities globally, for
instance, with a high percentage of foreign national inhabitants (London, Geneva, Singapore).
The free movement of staff (e.g., the European Union) has also increased the ease of
developing a highly diverse workforce.
Yet, the premise that cultural differences will soon disappear cannot find traction. This is
because cultural perception is very much like an iceberg: what’s above the water line is what
we can see, hear, and touch, but there’s much more beneath the surface – more mass, depth,
and density -- than we can see.
On the surface, we might be able to tell by someone’s accent, food choices, or communication
style where he or she comes from. Globalization factors mentioned earlier, however, often blur
those surface differences. Social media, international travel, immediate access to technology
and information – these all give the impression that we are becoming more similar.
A young woman in Asia, for example, may start to sound American after watching American
programs over an extended period of time. Again, this is all above the water line. Beneath that
line, however, there are deeply rooted behaviors and beliefs that come from growing up in a
specific culture. These may include cultural preferences that dictate perceptions of appropriate
leadership style, and how decisions are made or the importance of relationship building as a
precursor to the building of trust. Additionally, as a sense of nationalism increases around the
world, culture is becoming more important, not less. This is supported by data from the World
Values Survey—a global research project that includes 82 countries—that shows that cultural
values demonstrate substantial resilience over time.
Another case in point is a story about a cross-cultural short program that we conducted in Hong
Kong years ago for a client’s HR team that came from the U.S. I had been asked to cover Asian
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differences in an effort to help them more efficiently recruit and hire staff. One of the
attendees made it a point to say that she didn’t feel the session would be helpful, adding, “We
recruit employees who embody our values in different locations, so the style they communicate
with will be the same for whomever we hire. Therefore, culture won’t be a factor.” At this
point, I asked her if she’d ever had correspondence or a voice mail from one of her HR
colleagues in Asia that she found to be excessively long – so long that it caused her to ignore
the end of the message and tune out. She confirmed that this had happened often, and that
later on an issue or problem would take her by surprise, not ever having been addressed
directly in the correspondence that hadn’t been read completely through. The attendee had
simply chalked this up to ineptitude on the part of her colleagues. What she didn’t realize is
that in some Asian cultures, an unwillingness to give bad news and to save face is deeply
embedded. As a result, employees often begin conversations implying that all is well, and often
bury any bad news, vaguely, at the end of their communication.
Perceptions of hierarchy, communication styles, deep core values, and behaviors might be
hiding beneath the water level, but they deeply impact the way we communicate and do
business. International HR professionals should never assume that someone from a different
culture will share his or her own global perspective. With this in mind, Human Resource
professionals must have the cultural awareness and competencies necessary to not only carry
out their many functions, but to adapt them as circumstances dictate.
What follows is a discussion of the six components of the HR function most likely to be
impacted by cultural differences.

ONE: Recruitment

Resumes are often used as a frontline filter. The challenge with doing so lies in the inability to
conduct an apple-to-apple comparison when candidates of different cultural backgrounds place
importance on different areas, or even frame their experience using starkly different
approaches.
Some cultures are very individualistic, for example. These cultures emphasize individuality, and
therefore encourage resumes that highlight individual contributions and accomplishments (i.e.
what the individual did, achieved, and will contribute to the new business). Group-oriented
cultures, on the other hand, focus on the accomplishments of the entire group and make it
harder to get a ‘feel’ for individual capability simply from the resume.
Group orientation also impacts the interview and destination visit processes. Recognizing the
importance of this factor in India, one imaginative MNC elected to invite family members to
a group graduate recruitment event. Parents of the candidates were treated to an overview of
the company and its values and beliefs, together with a lavish meal. They recognized that
parental perception of the organization as a future employer would be critical to the decision
making process of the candidates. In this case, the organization was leveraging its knowledge
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that gaining family approval and involvement is more likely to help secure the candidate and
ensure longer-term success.

TWO: Onboarding

It’s not at all uncommon for an organization to have a simplified training process, delivering the
same materials the same way to all new employees. Yet it’s also not uncommon for these same
organizations to encounter challenges when the onboarding of two people, each from different
cultures, produces contrasting results. The cause lies in how their culture views the training and
learning process.
In some cultures, individuals expect to take responsibility for their own skill development. They
want to be shown what to do, but also expect some flexibility in how results are achieved.
These individuals have been encouraged to ask questions, yet do not want to be micromanaged.
In other cultures, however, individuals are not as likely to ask questions if they do not
understand instructions. They are concerned with loss of face—both for themselves and for the
instructor/trainer. In this instance, the employee would prefer to be given detailed instructions
on exactly how to do the job that is required—preferably with templates. In MNCs, it is
therefore recommended that training materials are carefully crafted and then tested on a focus
group of individuals from a variety of backgrounds to ensure clarity.

THREE: Benefits and Compensation

Cultural differences are not necessarily limited to people from different countries. Generational
preferences are increasingly impacting compensation and benefit offerings. Historically, most
organizations leveraged a list of standard benefits, with slight variations only for geography and
seniority. But as more millennials join the workforce, organizations are discovering the need for
flexibility. The ability to tap into technological advancements, opportunities for corporate social
responsibility, and flexible work options, instead of medical benefits, for instance, are benefits
of interest to this younger generation overall.

FOUR: Performance Assessment

Many western MNCs have a naive assumption that standardized leadership traits are
universally accepted. The reality is that these traits can vary from one culture to another, with
marked cultural variants in aspirational leadership traits around the world.
It’s not uncommon in the U.S., for emphasis to be placed on direct communication. These
individuals are concise, quick to action, and empowering. They are all business at work, and
tend to draw a strict line between professional and personal relationships. An Indian leader, on
the other hand, is expected to be benevolent and will often take a lot of interest in the personal
lives of his or her subordinates, acting in many cases as a benevolent parent (part caring and
part chastisement).
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FIVE: Ethics

Cultural differences also affect perception of ethical behavior, which can be challenging for an
HR professional to navigate. Individuals from the U.S. tend to be very rules/task orientated.
Policy compliance outweighs everything else and are non-negotiable in most organizations.
Fear of legal recourse dictates the nature of business.
In Africa, the Middle East, or many parts of Asia, however, things are not as black and white. In
many cases, the depth and nature of the relationship between two organizations overrides
contractual commitments.
A good example comes from a cross-cultural training program I delivered to a U.S.-based
company, operating in Singapore. The team included a Singaporean sales director, who was a
long-time friend with one of the company’s suppliers. That friend invited the sales director to
his daughter’s wedding, to which it is customary for guests to bring a monetary gift in a red
envelope for the bride and groom. This U.S.-based company, however, had a strict ‘no gifts’
policy when dealing with suppliers. Had the company been dictated by Singaporean culture, the
gift wouldn’t have been an issue; but strictly complying to policy as dictated by U.S. culture
created tension and a potential issue with which HR professionals had to deal.

SIX: Engagement

In seeking to drive engagement initiatives within an organization, HR professionals need to
work with the business to evaluate the initiatives from a cultural perspective. While employees
from some cultures respond well to brainstorming and examining opportunities to extend their
responsibilities beyond the written job descriptions, others may not react as positively. This
affects both formal work and social responsibilities.
I recall being involved in the organization of a large company social event in Singapore for
nearly 200 people. Employees were in formal attire and participated in dance competitions,
games, and a lot of merriment--all without alcohol! Many of the participants were Filipino, who
culturally are very comfortable with singing, dancing, and performing in public. My U.K.
colleagues commented that this would never happen in the U.K. That’s because employees
there would not have participated in the games, and would only have danced or sang in public
after a considerable amount of imbibing had taken place.

Tips for International HR Professionals

When working in intercultural environments, there are a variety of things HR professionals
should do:
•

Take a personal bias assessment: So many of our biases are so deeply embedded that
they are unconscious. There are tools available, some of which are free to the user, that
can be an eye-opening step toward self-awareness, and self-assessment is a crucial step
in deeper intercultural understanding.
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•
•

Take advantage of cultural training and a global awareness program, for both HR
resources and for business leaders who are involved in managing diverse employees.
Take advantage of any HR resources you may have in-country and seek their advice
before rolling out any global HR initiatives.

Culture and Change

The world may never rid itself of cultural differences; and that’s okay. We must remember that
part of the reason globalization is so appealing is the exposure to and chance to work with
people unlike ourselves. As professor and activist Audre Lorde said, “It is not our differences
that divide us. It is our inability to recognize, accept, and celebrate those differences.”
As HR professionals, it is our job to address cultural differences through recognition,
acceptance, and celebration of the differences in our people. Organizations that get this right
quickly figure out the positive relationship between it and performance, and reap the benefits
that follow.

About Cartus Corporation
Cartus provides trusted guidance to organizations of all types and sizes that require global
relocation solutions. With over 60 years in operation, we apply our extensive experience to
helping our corporate, government, and affinity clients with their mobility, outsourcing,
consulting, and language and intercultural training needs. Cartus serves over half of the Fortune
50 and, in 2016, assisted more than 163,000 transferees, expatriate assignees, and affinity
members into and out of nearly 150 countries.
Our company provides a broad array of services to assist our clients and their employees in
developing their global workforces and managing the mobility process—from selling a home
and shipping household goods to settling into new communities around the world. For global
assignments, we provide not only logistical support for expatriates but also specialized
expertise in cross-cultural and language training and in policy development and talent
management. These programs are designed to help employees increase their effectiveness
while working and living around the world. Our support allows clients to outsource the
logistical, financial, and training aspects of global mobility and to access tools that offer the
capability of capturing the total cost of an assignment.
With nearly 2,800 employees in 18 offices around the world, we are the recognized leader in
each of our business areas worldwide. At the same time, we strive always to demonstrate the
qualities of a global employer of choice and have received consistent recognition for our efforts
in promoting work-life balance, diversity, and citizenship.
Headquarters
40 Apple Ridge Road
Danbury, CT 06810 USA

Phone: 203.205.3400
www.cartus.com
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