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The following two articles look at problems and opportunities linked to cultural diversity. The first looks at multi-nations and challenges linked to having offices all over the world. The second studies problems faced by airlines.

Strategies for managing diversity

Global business has undergone a fundamental transformation in the past decade. Aggressive foreign investment combined with domestic restructuring has dramatically changed the workforce of many companies. The new reality is a highly diverse workforce composed of employees from many countries and cultures.

Advantages of a diverse workforce

It presents a local face to local customers - a workforce that speaks the local language, understands traditions and rules of behaviour and can interact effectively with customers, public officials and other stakeholders.

· improved knowledge-sharing and creativity - different world views and experiences. 

· broader pool of talented managers - developing and promoting the best people, wherever they may be.

· improved ability to attract and retain local talent. Simply offering a higher salary is not a good long-term solution, having a local face provides better opportunities for development and career advancement

The challenge of diversity

Yet capturing the benefits of diversity has proved elusive in practice. Managing diversity in multinational firms turns out to be especially difficult for two reasons

· the sheer number of dimensions along which employees differ - language, culture, education, race, gender, age, religion and the markedly different economic, legal and educational systems and labour markets.

· the need to achieve consistency as well as diversity - try to establish and maintain some measure of commonality and cohesion among disparate parts

Can we really imagine that more diversity will be helpful? 

Might differences source of fragmentation and conflict? 

What do you think the benefits and problems of a multi-cultural work force are?

CULTURE CLASH

You’ve just got on a plane for your long-haul flight to Australia. The flight is full and there’s someone sitting in the seat next to you. You know that you’re going to spend the next twenty hours or so next to your fellow passenger.

What would you like to happen:

You start a conversation with the other person and really get to know him/her?

You sit quietly next to each other and perhaps just before you land you’ll say how nice it was to meet?

You wait for the other person to start a conversation?

Ideas about polite behaviour vary from one culture to another and it’s easy to cause offence, or feel offended, if you don’t know what other cultures expect.

A traveller from India is checking in for a flight in Germany. The Indian traveller has too much luggage, but he explains that he has been away from home for a long time and the suitcases are full of presents for his family. He expects that the check-in clerk will understand his problem and will bend the rules for him. The check-in clerk, however, expects that if she explains the rules, the customer will understand. If he was allowed to have too much luggage, it wouldn’t be fair to the other passengers. But the traveller thinks this is unfair, because the other passengers don’t have his problem.
Some societies, such as America and Australia, for example, are mobile and very open. People here change jobs and move house quite frequently. As a result they have a lot of relationships that often last only a short time, and they need to get to know people quickly. So it’s normal to have friendly conversations with people that they have just met, and you can talk about things that other cultures would regard as private.

At the other extreme are more crowded and less mobile societies where long-term relationships are more important. A Malaysian or Mexican businessperson, for example, will want to get to know you very well before he or she feels happy to start business. But when you do get to know each other, the relationship becomes much deeper than it would in a mobile society.

To Americans, both Europeans and Asians seem cool and formal at first. On the other hand, as a passenger from a less mobile society put it, it’s no fun spending several hours next to a stranger who wants to tell you all about his or her life and asks you all sorts of embarrassing questions that you don’t want to answer.

Listening Quaint England and Real America

Some vocabulary – Quaint England

Understand a word

Quaint England

To hail and snow

Hurricanes up-root the trees

To remark

To queue-up

An orderly queue

He joins a few more odd queues just for the fun of it

To have the time of your life

Pets

Don’t say a word

Keep chatting

To bend

The trouble with ...

Quite good

Eminent scientists

Put your heads together

To spoil

The desired object is achieved

Refreshing, aromatic, oriental beverage 

Colourless, tasteless, gargling water

National drink of Great Britain and Ireland

Occasions when you must not refuse 

Heartless smiling hostess

You have to declare

Thank you so much, I do adore ....

Early in the morning

To be left alone 

Pour it down the wash basin

Some vocabulary – Real America

Not really recently

How did you like it?

I thought it was absolutely wonderful

I was very surprise that I did enjoy it as much as I did

I’d read a lot 

I suppose I was under the impression that 

Loud, wearing quite bright clothes 

Quiet, intelligent, sensitive

They didn’t seem the slightest bit interested in making money

Getting out of the rat race

It was completely different from what I expected

Noisy, dirty, dangerous, expensive, people dressed terribly smartly

Out of place

That’s not true

There’s no doubt about it

Subway

I wasn’t frightened at any stage

You could live very cheaply if you wanted to 

I expected people to be ...

Trainers

Anoraks

Dress-up

Scruffy

Would it make a difference if the other passenger was


older than you?


younger than you?


of the opposite sex?


from a different culture?
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