Cultural agility 01
for intercultural
effectiveness

o

Most people think o ctlture as only something experienced when in an-
n&ting with people from another culture. This is
e

ountry or when
not .@ u can experien ral differences without ever leaving your
. Here are some ex

hometo

e Didyou ﬁ'g meeting where&%;articipants were older or younger

than you? ou might have %ienced generational culture

differences.

e Did you participate%ﬁﬂ:rence call wig cdlleagues from a different

functional area? If so, ﬁht have experi r@professional cultural
differences. /&
1 ’v

e Did you move to a new neighbo 2 If so, you m experienced

regional cultural differences.

e Did you start attending a new school rt,work with a rg employer?
If so, you might have experienced organi @l cultural differences.

As a keynoter, I have given numerous talks abo, chtural agility and am
often asked, what is the strongest cultural influencé: answer is to de-
scribe national cultural differences as being analogou imary colors.
Subcultures, such as organizational, regional, professional, and generational
cultures, are like recognizable secondary colors and can also be powerful
socializing agents affecting values and norms. In the same way countries
have socializing agents, a generations’ shared historical experiences, pop
culture, technological advancement, and the like foster a given generation’s
culture. Companies also have a shared set of policies, practices, values, and
corporate history comprising a company’s corporate culture.

This book is designed to help you become culturally agile so you can be
interculturally effective in any cross-cultural situation—national, organizational,
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professional, or regional. If you need to identify whether a given group has
its own culture and will require your cultural agility skills, ask yourself the
following questions:

e Do I feel like I am a “fish out of water” or an outsider when I am with
this group (if I am not part of this group)?

e Can I see behaviors and sense that values are shared by many members?

e Are these behaviors and values relatively stable within the group?

e Does the group shape the newcomers’ behaviors and values?

Answering these questions means you are in a situation requiring
cultural agility.

Cﬂ/@}yltural dﬁ;&ences

What come 1nd when you@( bout cross-cultural differences? If
you are like mo@)u thought of: ;

e an interesting—or™“possibly embarra@experience you had when
traveling to another Ty,

e atime when you were sdrprised to try unfamlka)r\ ic cuisine and learn
that the restaurant’s definitio Sspicy” was di ;p om your own,
11

e or maybe a frustration you had g with a co ho was from

a different country.

Whether producing interest, embarras@(, surprise, or frustration,
these experiences share the same reality: wha y@c
from what you had expected. Our brains are hard

erienced was different

d to interpret—and
then expect—certain things based on its [insert y e here] years of
stored data. The mismatch between what you expect t rience through
your brain’s perceptual lens and what you experience is &wﬁnition of a
cultural difference. Oversimplifying a bit, the wider the range of different
experiences you have stored, the wider your brain’s range of possible inter-
pretations for any new situation.

Your expectation for what qualifies as “spicy” is a nice example. If you
are not from a culture that uses chili peppers liberally in your cuisine, order-
ing a “spicy hot” dish in an authentic Thai restaurant may expand your
understanding. If you are not accustomed to heavy spices, what you con-
sider “spicy hot” may only be considered “mild” in Thai culture, Conversely,
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if you are from a “chili pepper culture,” go to an authentic Irish pub and
order something spicy. I would be willing to bet you did not even detect
heat. If either experience was novel to you, then your definition of spicy
became wider. If you had already had both experiences, then your spicy
meter, already wide, did not change. This is how cultural differences work.
The wider our store of knowledge for what to expect, the less surprising a
cultural difference will be.

Your brain, a highly effective predicting machine in familiar settings, is a
faulty predictor in novel ones. In familiar situations, your brain can reliably,
efficiently, agcurately perceive people, behaviors, contextual cues, and

nonverbals. iliar situations, this speedy processor between our ears
saves us cogniti y without sacrificing accuracy. We do not need to
think too hard (or at a P be correct. However, in culturally new or novel

t s, the opposit is/?. You will be wrong more times than you will
be ri@ ur hardwired braifi.can only rely on what it has stored which
means tb?;}n a culturally ne vel situation, your split-second initial

reaction will/misjudge the conte£t es and the intended meaning of a
person’s beha onverbals, Woré&or misjudge the meaning of the
word spicy. f

There is a parad Our highly e

i€ “home court” brain, while
useful in familiarity, ma cognitively 1;7% experiencing cultural
novelty. Our brains are lu% believing we
effort to “get it right,” when, in ;?Ne do. Neurosci
experiences and stirred with cross al competenci

illpproduce your
reaction to cultural differences. This eates the need {lltural agil-

ity, the ability to effectively work in t countries andvwith people

t'need to put in much
ixed with novel

from different cultures. To be culturally agi ed to get our lazy brains
off the proverbial couch and train them. )\
Think of this book like your trainer, blowing a oyi liistle or providing
(

gentle encouragement (whichever you prefer) to help § velop your cul-
tural agility. @

Understanding cross-cultural differences

Geert Hofstede has aptly defined culture as “the collective programming
of the mind which distinguishes the members of one group or category of

»1

people from another.”! Cultural differences are what makes generations,

organizations, and nations feel different when you are in them but not from
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them. In the case of national cultures, countries are programmers of the
mind because, within their boundaries, each country has its own socializing
agents. Native-born or those who immigrated to a specific country at a
young age share a common history, legal system, art, literature, media,
educational system, political system, economic system, and the like. These
nation-level socializing agents produce some similarities among their inhab-
itants as they learn to live, study, or work within the country’s systems. Over
time, behavioral norms, attitudes, and values are shaped and a national
culture emerges.

National re is the most widely shared “helicopter view” to under-
stand cultural=di nces because everyone was born into and socialized
into a place. M e examples in this book will be in the context of
natipnal cultural differences because people tend to feel contextual novelty

o nsely when in‘a ent country or when interacting with people
from ent culture. /

At thi%@%t is importa te that a conversation about national

culture, genefatidnal culture, or pfo 1wxml culture is not an endorsement

of stereotyping in any group, thefe is plenty of variance in behaviors,

attitudes, and va individuals shouwld/be, treated uniquely. Each indi-

vidual person has their wide variety ializing agents. Culturally
agile professionals realize it is just as imp tﬁ%o recognize individual

differences as it is to under }@C norms of the u

in some nat Itures, sensing

in others. Mich fand and her

Itures are “tigh {hile others
1

the social norm

It is also important to note
cultural differences will seem easient
colleagues discovered that some nat
are “loose.”” In tight cultures, deviation s not toler-
ated and as a result, its citizens have develo ger neural pathways for
behavioral expectations. People in tight cultu Cf)}tries, such as Japan,
Pakistan, and Germany, act in similar ways. If yod ap€ in (but not from) a
given tight culture country, you will quickly sense cu ifferences and
the feelings of being an outsider. In loose culture counfriesf such as the
United States, Australia, and the Ukraine, there are a variety of subcultures
which each have their own cultural norms, resulting in greater variation in
the determination of acceptable behavior. Because of this wider variation
and acceptance of differences, those in (but not from) a given loose culture
country might not sense these cultural differences because they are generally

accepted.
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How we learn cultural norms

Think about how the various groups in your life have influenced you. It is
often said that describing one’s own culture is like asking a fish in water
to describe what it is like to swim in water. The fish might not be able to
describe swimming in water but certainly knows the difference when it is
on the shore. The best way to learn your own cultural norms and values is
to experience contextual novelty.

Consider the last time you started a new job or relocated to a new place
for work or @ol. Chances are you learned the ropes of the new place by

observing, talki eople, and testing approaches. You might have had
hdd

coworkers, neig classmates take you under their wings and teach

y w to function i ew place (e.g., what day is garbage collected,
w he best place t oduce, where to park and not get a ticket).
You ve been sociali @to mowing your lawn more often, being

on time for Wings, calling e &their titles, etc.
Whateveft t vel context, yougventually learned what was expected of
you. As your br%ed which beh ViorZ’o view as “correct,” you shaped

your own values to align more closely Wi e group values. Once social-

ized into the group, y ed sticking o ewcomer and, at some
point, were able to guess bies because t e?q e the ones acting in a
way that did not fit with th t. Conversely, ew values of this
group did not align with your ov@ou might have left /organization or

the neighborhood altogether.
This is how culture is created. Yo ot born with ¢dltural values.
Through a process of iterative and succes§ivesexperiences with people in

groups, you are shaped—and help shape—th¢ culture of those groups to

which you belong. When you were young, the gredtest cultural difference

you experienced might have been families in your nei hood. Today, you

might reflect on the neighborhood from your youth ee those same
families as being more similar in terms of cultural Values% is likely true
if you moved out of that neighborhood and experienced a wider range of
cultural norms at school, work, and travel.
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A framework to understand cultural
differences

There are three popular metaphors for describing culture: an iceberg, an
ocean, or an onion. Icebergs, oceans, and onions have something in
common. On the surface they seem relatively manageable, but beneath the
surface, they are far more complex. What you can see can be navigated, but
what you cannot see can be more challenging. When you are in a novel
situation, yoml first see behavioral norms and then, over time, you will
sense the cul lues.
Behavioral n(Q the first impression you will have of a novel culture
bec use they are t Fences you observe when you first step off the
walk into a ne any. You might observe style of dress, manner
of C ication, foods, ?ﬁ of order, art, architecture, homes, and

offices. Yolir bralns perceptu compares what you are observing to
your stored s and expectan@

;Xour brain signals “different” you

e contextual nov

are experlencm y*at the behavioral level.

Values, unlike“béhdyvioral norms, m ot be readily visible. Rather,
you will sense and feel as you spen in the novel context. For
example, you might sens mality whenJg olleagues joking with
each other or observe litt col at busmess s. You might sense
punctuality when meetings s ctly on time @ when someone
apologizes for being late. These@ mples of val rmality and
punctuality) affect how behaviors luated Valuﬁ the lens

through which subjective judgments ar such as what con51dered
fair or unfair, good or bad, beautiful or ugl)é( tful or rude, appropriate
or inappropriate.

When you are in a new context and your bram firing off subjective
judgments, you are experiencing contextual novelty @ eeper cultural
level. Cultural values are even more deeply embedded i/ those who are
socialized into them and ascribe to them closely. Sometimes they cannot be
easily articulated, especially to those who have never been outside their
home country.

The relationship between behavioral norms and values is important. If
you could time travel to different countries 100 years ago, you would see
different behavioral norms everywhere you turn. Seeing the differences,
your brain needs to do some cognitive heavy lifting to understand the new
place. Today, when you travel to large cosmopolitan cities, you see things
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that look familiar and your brain, seeing similarity, registers that it does not
need much additional effort to interpret the situation. Your brain stays
comfortable and “on the couch,” so to speak.

This “lazy brain” problem is a significant trip wire and a natural limit
on our intercultural effectiveness. While behavioral norms seem familiar,
the values underlying that behavior can be quite different. In these mixed
message situations, culturally agility is critical because the reality of the
situation is embedded in cultural values that are hidden beneath the behav-
ioral norms. When you are lulled into seeing similarity in a novel context,
I want you tChjnk “iceberg, straight ahead.”

As we sta Itural agility workout in the chapters ahead, we need a
cultural frame way to understand the cultural differences we are
pesgeiving. In 2002, eated a model for explaining cultural differences
based, in part, o’% decades of scholarship emerging from cross-

hology, internatj management, and cultural anthropology

and, in part, on the stories t re being conveyed by the many inter-
national m s with whom I v/sf king. What emerged from both was

eight dlmensm \ culture:

e Formal versus Infor

Style
e Egalitarian versus al Structures ;)\

e Individual versus Grou

e Transactional versus Interper;@ Relationships @/
e Direct versus Indirect Commumc
e Fluid versus Controlled Time OO (

e External versus Internal Control

e Balance versus Status Motivation C}\

In the paragraphs that follow, I explain each of thés @tural dimensions
and provide questions for you to consider that will h better under-

stand where you fall on each of these dimensions®

Formal versus informal style

In groups with greater formality, individuals will be called by their formal
titles, dress more intentionally for the situation, and adhere to protocol and
etiquette. They will be more likely to judge those who do not do these things
as being ill-mannered, impolite, or rude. If you are entering a formal culture,
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learn the communication protocol (e.g., whether to shake hands with everyone
in the room upon entering the room, whether to use a title when addressing
a person, the appropriate way to handle a business card) so not to be written
off as unprofessional—or worse.

Informal cultures follow few social conventions and do not judge each
other based on what they wear, how they interact, their adherence to certain
manners, and the like. In groups with an informal culture, people are called
by their first name. There is more casual dress, casual dining, greater use of
expression in speech, conversation on a wide array of subjects, more humor
in business sﬁ?’;s and, sometimes, greater self-disclosure because there are
fewer social regulating polite conversation. In informal cultures,
communication | is viewed as being unnecessarily stilted.

o you have more (Pl or informal values? Ask yourself the following
ons. The more you e with these, the more formal you are. The
moragree the mor @al you are.
e Do you be e that wearing business attire demonstrates respect
for one’s orggtlon and the p 1?90
e Do you pre )?se people’s appropriate titles (e.g., Mr. Smith or
Professor Suarez

s opposed to callin ’?by their first names?
e Do you think it is mor prlate to have decorated with office

appropriate things, com w personal ( orf g
e Do vyouthinkitisimportantt tocol and etiquétt rlctly followed
$0 as to not appear rude? O (
Egalitarian versus hierarchical s es
Groups differ in the extent to which they embrace o tmg structure and
appreciate power and authority in the hands of fevv pup members. In
hierarchical groups, leaders’ authority is not questioned ders are ex-

pected to have expertise and provide direction. In hierarchical cultures, ask-
ing for suggestions is considered a sign of weakness. In hierarchical cultures,
you may observe leaders with status symbols, more specific titles, executive
perquisites (e.g., corner office, executive dining rooms, reserved parking
spaces).

On the other end of the continuum, groups with a loose structure where
power and authority are shared are egalitarian. In these groups, power and
authority is not granted by rank; rather, they are earned, and there is a belief
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that solutions can come from any level in the organization. These groups
tend to value shared governance, agency, and members’ voices. You are
more likely to see business cards without job titles, more personal inter-
actions between supervisors and subordinates, and the like.

Do you have more egalitarian or hierarchical values? Ask yourself the
following questions. The more you agree with these, the more hierarchical
you are. The more you disagree, the more egalitarian you are.

e Do you believe that people at different levels in the organization have
different ﬁ{s and privileges?

e Doyoub is important for high-level executives to look and act

like senior le

o you believe that senior leaders should provide clear direction for their

bordinates and no )@ an expectation that their direction will be

O
e Do yéz/l&e it is the sen%rs who should make the decisions?

Individual ve /35 up mter
t

Cultures will vary on nt to which t members will place
the group’s interests above wn interests or irfown interests above
the group’s. In cultures placing importance roup’s interest,
membership in a group provides a sense of identi 2 embers will
adhere closely to the norms of the g ting in a way th§ e group did
not condone would reflect negatively o ire group andswould cause
feelings of shame or guilt. For group-orlent@ 1ect1v1st1c cultures, being
a member of a successful team, organization, 1s highly rewarding.
In group-oriented cultures, you may observe tea etitions at work,
greater use of public transportation, open office or cc@.‘ al office space,
and team recognition.

In groups valuing self-interests or individualistic cultures, members will
think about their own self-interests before the interests of the group. While
the group might have norms, deviating from those norms would not be
cause for consternation or concern because the behavior was a personal
choice. Since there is greater differentiation across group members’ behav-
iors in individual-oriented cultures, people can comfortably use more than
their “fair share” of a space, money, etc. For example, you may observe large

houses for smaller families, families with more cars than drivers, a greater
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use of individual rewards and merit increases, and more personal offices
with oftentimes closed doors. People in individual-oriented cultures can
easily talk about their own achievements, personal contributions, and suc-
cess without directly acknowledging the broader group.

Do you have more individualistic or group-oriented values? Ask yourself
the following questions. The more you agree with these, the more group-
oriented you are. The more you disagree, the more individually oriented you
are.

e Do you believe that people work less efficiently when they work alone,

compared(to ing in teams?
e Do you beheé est work is usually the result of a team’s effort?

e Do you believe th oup members should not express an opinion
ry to the group’s

?ensus>
)Qheve you sh he group ’s interests above your own?

T ransactlo ,ésus mterpe?\o al relationships

In interpersonally oriented groups, mem ill build trust through long-
standing relationships red to more tra (s?{onal groups in which
p e and achievement.

members will build trust t ﬁwdence of co

With groups valuing interperso lationships, m will devote time

to developing the relationship a ilding trust beforg efigaging in busi-
ness. For this reason, interpersonal s¢ refer to wor rlends and
family members because they are the p ho will work dest for you
in the role of vendor, coworker, or subordi iven the emphasis on rela-
tionships, in business there is a high premium n deyeloping one’s personal
network over a long period of time. )\

On the opposite extreme, people in transactional’c es will value the
depth of individual competence over the depth of the ionship; hiring
friends is viewed more negatively because it is believed thdt objectivity is
sacrificed. In these transactional groups, you will experience a greater
amount of work conversations at social events, more legal contracts (fewer
agreements over handshakes), and more of an emphasis on what one has
accomplished as a marker of professional trust.

Do you have a more transactional or interpersonal orientation? Ask
yourself the following questions. The more you agree with these, the more
relationship-oriented you are. The more you disagree, the more transaction-
ally oriented you are.
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e Do you believe it is important to have a long-term relationship with a
person before you transact business with him or her?

e Do you believe it is good to conduct business with family and friends?

e Do you believe business relationships will last throughout your entire
career?

e To complete an important project, would you trust in a competent friend
who is less of an expert over an unknown person who is more of an expert?

direct communication

The difference bettyéen low-context or direct and high-context or indirect
c%unications isthee t to which just words (direct) versus the context
of

Edw NHall found that df-indirect or high-context groups, you will

(indirect) are d to understand the meaning of a message.

need to fllly understand the nuances (e.g., tone, facial expressions,

body language) to accurately in r e message.® This is not needed in

low-context, direct communication up in which whatever is said is
meant, with little @or interpretation se cultures, you will observe

more direct feedback b iven and short tten communications (such
as, email).
I have found that the d between dlrect direct communica-

tion cultures can be one of th@re challenglng working across
cultures. Indirect communicators a e@rpretlng the en t( text in which

d they are “re f into things

too much.” Direct communicators, on ther hand, read®no meaning

a communiqué is delivered and mig

beyond the actual words spoken and can erstand why when one

thing is said, something else is done. 2\
When in a more direct culture, be certain to $p eclaratively, offer

opinions clearly, participate in group conversations waiting for an
invitation to speak, and speak persuasively and not in hypggheticals. When
in a more indirect culture, ask questions with humility to better understand
the context, observe subtle nuances for patterns in communication, be pa-
tient, and pay attention to gestures and tone to gain a deeper understanding.

Do you have more direct or indirect communication style? Ask yourself
the following questions. The more you agree with these, the more direct you
are. The more you disagree, the more indirect you are.

e Do you believe you should provide direct and honest feedback on a
person’s poor performance?
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e Do you believe that openly challenging a presenter’s opinions is
appropriate and even appreciated to improve the ideas?

e Do you believe you can disagree with a colleague in a meeting without
concern for harming your personal relationship?

e Do you believe that you should offer an honest opinion, when asked,
even if it means that someone’s feelings may be hurt?

Fluid versus controlled time

In some gro @e is controlled and treated as a commodity. In these
/Q you can buy time, waste time, and spend time.
11 observe in controlled time cultures is meetings

controlled time
of the things'y
on time and a $t0 an agenda, prompt public transportation,
age

s in public s hich are in working order), and people
apologlzl or bemg tardy i only a few minutes late.
Some gro ave a more M% tionship with time, where there is
an

little value plac unctuality lines. People, the quality of work,
personal prioriti€ %other aspects of l}@ll intervene regularly to con-
trol the flow of time./Deadlines, schedules, endas are more of general
suggestions without expegtation of adherencﬁ id time cultures, people
will be late without any in%of being rude, p@ transportation will
not have great precision, and m s might have imes but not end
times. ;ﬁ

The difference between fluid and ed time cultures e a source
of frustration. Controlled time groups, mphasize punctuality, dead-
lines, agendas, and strict schedules, often pret fluid time cultures
as being unprofessional, lax, and unprepare he other hand, fluid

focus on issues that should matter more than time, suc elationships and

time often view controlled time cultures as bemg i rigid and lacking
quality.

Do you have a more controlled or fluid sense of time? Ask yourself the
following questions. The more you agree with these, the more you have a
controlled sense of time. The more you disagree, the more fluid your rela-

tionship with time.
e Do you believe that if a person is late for a meeting, then he or she is
being disrespectful?

e Do you believe that lateness means that someone is disorganized and
unprofessional?
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e Do you believe meetings should have both a scheduled start time and end
time and adhere to a fixed agenda?

e Do you believe time is like every other commodity which can be wasted,
spent, and saved?

External versus internal control

The historical roots of some societies reflect caste or class-bound pasts,
where one’s status in life was determined by birthright. These cultures
a I that your future is externally controlled and not yours

Q

believe in fate

to change. If yo ork to change your destiny, the change might not be

accepted. In inter ntrolled cultures, there is a dominant belief that

, irrespective of. round, education, or physical limitations can
ris wer, achieve th r s, and succeed.

culture has of, an external or internal sense of control

will also af%ow they atte control the natural, physical, and eco-

nomic worlds." Jsminternally contr ?@\ltures, there tends to be greater

eurship because of the belief that the

status quo can be ¢hanged. In externa ntrolled cultures, there is a

risk-taking, inn ion, and entrepre

curity, and pr ability. On this continuum,

t in taking char
e@' ns, their adh
comfort with change and uncertdinty.

Do you have more external or i t@l ense of contro@ ourself the
following questions. The more you agr th these, the moné,ou have an
internal sense of control over your destiny. Thesmore you disagree, the more

greater desire for stabi
groups will vary on their eir own future, their

preferences for rules and r o traditions, and

externally controlled you believe your destiny fo
e Do you believe that people can achieve anything'i yf rovided they put
in the hard work and effort?

e Do you believe you can conquer any limitation life Ka anded you to
achieve anything in life?

e Do you believe your status in life is not determined from your birth or
your family’s status?

e Do you believe that people have control of their destinies?
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Balance versus status motivation

You might have heard the difference between groups that “live to work” and
those that “work to live.” The former groups have status-oriented values
and the latter have more balance-oriented values. In groups that value
status, members will be motivated for career success even if it encroaches on
their personal life. In these cultures, you will see people who answer emails
and work on weekends, take fewer, shorter, or no vacations, and prioritize
work responsibilities over family and personal activities.

In balanc tlvated groups the personal and work spheres of life
coexist but ort is made such that they do not interfere with each
other. In balanc@ ed cultures, the reward of additional vacation days
would be more mofiv han a financial bonus. You might observe people

alance- orlented taking vacations of two to four weeks (which
seem @ sive, if not envi those in status-oriented cultures).

A mistake that is often made d perceive those from balance-oriented
cultures as b@ disinterested er success. This is untrue. Career
success can be jfist as important to eMin balance-oriented cultures as in

status-oriented culpdrey. The difference 1}@ the status-oriented cultures
appreciate the powe we , and recogni areer success whereas the
balance-oriented cultur s c1ate the sensggc mplishment meaning-
ful purpose, and belongm mes from suc

Are you motivated more b st or balance> A @elf the following

/ otivated by

status and achievement. The more y ee the more yo apé motivated

questions. The more you agree wi e, the more

to have balance in your life Q
e Do you believe it is appropriate that y rk responsibilities take
precedence over your private home or famil

e Do you believe it is appropriate to stay in touch \/@6 office while on

vacation? ?

e Do you believe that most people in senior levels of orgafizations cannot
make full use of their vacation time because their professional obligations
would make it difficult to be away that long?

e Do you believe it is important to work late to get ahead in your career?
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What is cultural agility?

The concept of cultural agility follows what we know about physical
agility—the ability to change the position of your body without losing
balance. Everyone responds differently when experiencing the cultural
differences in situations of contextual novelty. Some are steady while others
lose their balance, so to speak. The differences in these responses are a
function of the differences in our cultural agility.

Culturally agility is the ability to be comfortable and effective in situa-
tions of cultéi\ovelty. As a mix of “nature and nurture,” your personality,
knowledge, mo ign, and experiences all combine in a unique way to
create your curren Jlo’fcultural agility.

If you enj atching profe al,sports or performance arts, think of

your favorite a@e or dancer for ent. This person likely has some
anatomical ben

bling her or his sudtess: long legs, ideal arm span,
petite frame, or higher lung capacity. nefits are gifts of genetics

that facilitated, but c{%ﬁd not guarﬁ%%lccess. Cultural agility
ei; tr

works in the same way, 4s ain personalit its_help facilitate your
cultural agility. &

Personality traits facilitate al agility becat@ ey help people
handle the ambiguity of novel situa nd be open to Itures and
people. About 50 percent of personalit@t have a heritable component.
This means that at least some portions of @ ersonality traits are hard-
wired into your DNA. As an example, some people ate natural novelty seekers.
Novelty seeking is linked—at least in part—to t e%your body regulates
dopamine, a neurotransmitter associated with rew. tivated behavior.
You can sense your own level of novelty seeking by ( ikely you are
to try something new, (2) how much you deliberate beforé¢/making a deci-
sion, and (3) how much you enjoy novel situations—or, in the reverse, get
bored from familiar ones.

Your genes are only one piece of the cultural agility equation. They are
the accelerator—not the engine. In this book, I want you to understand your
hardwiring enough to understand your natural gifts (or trip wires) for build-
ing cultural agility but be fully confident that you can build your cultural
agility from any start point. There is a definite “nurture” side to the cultural
agility equation.
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The nurture of cultural agility

Think of your favorite prima ballerina or an elite athlete again. Of course,
they won some genetic lottery and have natural agility. But, even the most
flexible dancer or talented athlete needs to learn skills and practice, practice,
practice to be successful. The same is true for cultural agility. Cultural agility
requires skills and practice, usually in the form of building cultural aware-
ness, social learning, and experience in increasingly more novel situations, to
increase.
At the mo sic level, understanding how a context might differ goes a
long way in m ou perceive and understand that cultural difference. A
recruiter might inthe unique aspects of your new employer’s organiza-
tional culture, you’might read an article about how to best communicate
\M@omeone from anfoldéror younger generation, or you might engage
wit ‘Xcultural tra@ﬁ learn about a different national culture

before andmportant business @These are all examples of building your
understandig@ﬁthe novel cultur?ﬁ e experiencing it.

Just as no or er becomes a proféssional athlete by just learning the
rules of the gamé; tural agility you @o get out there and put your-
self into novel contexts. is is a new ar practice might start small
by engaging a colleague another culturejandforming a professional
relationship. If you are m@ fessionally an @(ally seasoned, you
might be practicing some of tl@ ills during your next client presentation
or global team meeting. lﬁ

Think of cultural agility more a ctice, not an achieyément; and

building it is a process, not an event. herever your start point, the

recipe for developing your cultural agilit ins the same: gain self-

cultural differences,
e}vel experiences.

awareness for how you are hardwired to ex
and then put yourself actively into increasingly m

Cultural agility for intercultural
effectiveness

For centuries, pioneers, traders, immigrants, adventure-seekers, and mis-
sionaries have led cross-border lives full of cross-national interactions. They
have been driven by the need to relocate, the belief in their mission, or the
taste for adventure—propelling them to succeed in their quest, sometimes in
the face of seemingly insurmountable challenges for survival. Movies are
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made from their exciting lives. Their challenges, hardships, and experiences
offer exciting tales of triumph and tragedy.

Today, we move around the world with ease for vacations, work, and
school. Our passport stamps and personal journeys are not as worthy of
movie plot lines compared to the more famous international adventure-
seekers of the past. Perhaps they should be. While usually less physically
demanding than the plight of Indiana Jones, professionals who work in
different cultures face some of the most cognitively, psychologically, and
emotionally difficult challenges existing in business today—often without
the guide of g'Corporate compass (policies, procedures, and precedent). They
must rely o personality, skills, and oftentimes, the assistance of
strangers. In oth s, they need to rely on their cultural agility.

novations in tec #gy and communications have created a new
ross‘national comfor zy?tor business professionals by lowering some
of th@i hurdles for doi iness in today’s global economy. However,
as many8easoned global professiopals have learned (often the hard way),
mastering tigfie,zones and translatio e only small pieces of a much larger
and more com ed puzzle. Those)% can effectively navigate the com-

plexity of the glo nomy succeed, v@ose who cannot derail, often
tion

taking their firm’s bdsi nd reputa gy with them. We need more
people with cultural agi t it is a skill t t)Kvoefully lacking in the
world. & @

The need for more culturally a rofessionals is M? one large-scale
global study by DDI and the CoﬁO Board, 13,00 j sionals from
forty-eight countries in thirty-two @ ies were asked’y f-rate their
effectiveness on twelve managerial tas three tasks with the lowest
ratings were the only three on the list with cultural component (i.e.,
integrating oneself into foreign environments, @?ural communication,
and leading across countries and cultures).’ ilarly, the Economist
Intelligence Unit surveyed business leaders from s countries and
found that 90 percent of them reported that “cross—cultun@ﬁnagement” is
their top challenge when working across borders.

Even in the university systems, rich with national diversity, there is evi-
dence of limited cultural agility. According to a large-scale survey conducted
by the National Association of Colleges and Employers, only 20.7 percent
of employers rate new graduates as proficient in “global and multicultural
fluency,” while, by comparison, they rate 77 percent of new graduates as
proficient in “teamwork and collaboration.”®

My hope is that this book, in some small way, closes the gap. I want more
people to have the ability to comfortably and effectively work in different
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cultural contexts. The content for this book is based on my extensive aca-
demic research in the areas of expatriation, strategic international human
resources, global leadership development, and cultural agility. It is also
based on my consulting and coaching work around developing cultural
agility.

The cultural agility competencies

Cultural agil@ a mega competency composed of nine cross-cultural com-
@petencies collectively enable culturally agile people to
be effective in i ;@Jral situations in three important ways, each one

copfesponding to a sepa%:e art of this book.

%ne covers how y, n build your self-management competencies:
toler ambiguity, cu 9( wand resilience. These three competencies
enable ¢ t% agile indivi(@ o effectively manage their reactions,
emotions, a onitions when in& situation. Part Two covers how to
build your rela }

building, and per e-taking. These

people the ability to oy@ with others fr
nicate appropriately, buil , and gain the fe y credibility to work

petencies. The

-management &ompgetencies: humility, relationship-

tencies give culturally agile

ferent cultures, to commu-

effectively in cross-cultural sks, and roles. ree covers how to
build your task-management c@rencies: cultural’a ation, cultural
r

minimization, and cultural integrati hese compete j?nable cultur-
ally agile professionals to make appr ecisions by acc éely reading

he business

and responding in the cultural context,while accounting for

interconnected system of

Wucation, and similar
factors. /

The balance of this book will cover the nine comp hat compose

strategy, the key elements of the culture, a
the context which includes laws, regulations, le

cultural agility:

Part One: Self-management competencies
e Tolerance of ambiguity (chapter 2)
e Curiosity (chapter 3)

e Resilience (chapter 4)
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Part Two: Relationship-management competencies

e Humility (chapter 5)
e Relationship-building (chapter 6)

e Perspective-taking (chapter 7)
Part Three: Task- management competencies

e Cultural adaptation (chapter 8)
e Cultural minimization (chapter 9)
e Cultural integration (chapter 10)
Each of these ultural competencies will have a dedicated chapter.

each chapter, I will cover the importance of the given competency, how to
elop.the competenc g?ips for behavioral change, and case examples
ti

©

] etency in ac /
Thango(il for allowing me@’ you on your journey as you build your
cultural agib&\ %/}
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