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Foreword

Foreword by Henry Wong

Henry is the Founder and Managing Director of
Diamond TechVentures.

Being able to decipher all the intricacies of a
foreign business code makes all the difference in
being successful.

The authors of this book, both from a foreign
background, have clearly cracked this code and
give the newcomers to the U.S., as well as the
seasoned business executives, the key to inter-
preting it.

In my experience, it is clear that good communi-
cation skills can make or break a career. | came
to the United States as a foreign student, and
after graduation | started working in the Bay
Area. | had absolutely no working experience in
America. If at that time | had a book like this, it
would have helped me tremendously. | wouldn't
have to go through such a steep learning curve,
which could easily have blocked my upward
promotion path.

Many of the young foreign professionals | work
with have plenty of business acumen; but when
it comes to presenting their start-ups to American
(or international) VCs, they miss a step or hit the
wrong tone in their communication style.

This book explains the obvious and not so
obvious misunderstandings that can occur when
foreign professionals are unaware of U.S.
business practices. It fills a void in the market-
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place as it is the first book in English to offer
practical advice and guidance to foreign profes-
sionals who—upon moving to the U.S.—feel as
disoriented as they would, had they landed on
Mars. With this book to guide them, many for-
eign-born entrepreneurs will save themselves a
lot of headaches.

| wish | had this book when | started out doing
business in the U.S.

Foreword



Why Should You
Read this Book?

This book stems from our professional experi-
ence.

Over the last ten years, we have coached
dozens of foreign-born professionals working in
the United States. Many of them were seasoned
executives who were considered accomplished
communicators in their own countries. They had,
for the most part, traveled extensively to the U.S.
on business before moving here. In essence,
they were cosmopolitan and well educated.
Some of them moved within the same company,
while others accepted new jobs. But once they
moved to the U.S., most of them encountered
more challenges than they had expected. While
they previously had often been given the benefit
of the doubt, as non-native executives operating
on foreign ground, once they took up residence
here, they were held to the same expectations
and standards as anybody else.

The problem is that cultural standards are
learned in the cradle, and what seems normal in
one part of the world can be considered unac-
ceptable elsewhere.
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Each executive came to us with a different professional issue, but there
was a common thread. They were all surprised at the misunderstand-
ings that ensued during meetings, presentations, interviews, even
during phone calls or e-mail exchanges. Despite their best efforts, they
would sometimes break an unspoken rule or step on someone's toes
[offend someone].

Take Jacques, a French executive in Palo Alto, who would sit impa-
tiently through meeting after meeting, fuming and visibly frustrated
about having to give everybody a turn to speak his/her mind. At times,
he would storm out of the meeting, commenting loudly on the waste of
time “given that we already know who is really going to make a decision
here.” Despite the fact that his coworkers didn't say anything, he left
every meeting with a sinking feeling. He was up for promotion but knew
something was wrong. Only, he didn't quite understand what to do dif-
ferently.

Good managers know they have to be, first and foremost, good com-
municators. Good communication can propel your career forward,
while mediocre communication will only hold you back despite your
considerable talents. This book is intended to help professionals
coming from outside the U.S. become more competent communicators
in the U.S. business environment. While recent professional immi-
grants quickly realize they need to adapt their communication style,
those who have been living here longer tend to think they have already
adapted well to the local business culture. They no longer even notice
their ingrained communication habits, yet their American colleagues do
and are annoyed by them.

Regardless of how long you have lived in the U.S., this book will help
you overcome being seen as a foreigner in the U.S. You will fit in more
smoothly into the American workplace. Whether you are a seasoned
executive relocating to the Unites States or a young graduate just
starting out here, you know that international professionals face a
specific set of challenges, as culture does play a role in how you
interact with your colleagues in the U.S.

No book on business communication proved useful to the group of in-
ternational professionals we work with. Indeed there are, of course,
many books about business communication on the market—from
general business communication topics to books specifically targeting

4 Chapter 1: Why Should You Read this Book?



one topic, such as meetings, or writing business English. But none of
the books on the market is specifically designed just for foreign-born
professionals.

While we believe that most of the principles discussed in this book
apply anywhere in the U.S., we have to recognize that most of our work
experience comes from Silicon Valley, and most of our clients are
working on the West Coast, mainly in California. Therefore, we readily
acknowledge that this book may have a strong San Francisco Bay Area
bias; it is in fact very Silicon Valley-centric in terms of the conventions
and mannerisms it describes. However, we believe our points are still
valid in other parts of the U.S.

San Francisco Bay Area professionals like to think that “the Valley”
[Silicon Valley] is the epicenter of the world, where innovation takes
place. Yet, despite the strong influx of educated immigration in recent
years, and despite the presence of a skilled and successful foreign
workforce, the rules of the game haven't changed much here when it
comes to business communication. To be sure, the Bay Area is a very
welcoming environment for foreign professionals, but for all the talk of
inclusiveness and respect for cultural diversity, the reality is that
everybody is still expected to adhere to a certain code of conduct, a
code that has been shaped by the white Anglo-Saxon majority over
decades.

This book will help you decipher that code. It is based on real-life
corporate and professional situations. After an initial, short description
of U.S. culture which draws from leading cross-cultural experts, the
book discusses a number of communication challenges foreigners
typically face in the U.S. workplace: running successful meetings,
using e-mail productively, talking on the phone effectively, standing out
in job interviews, giving a speech or presentation to an American
audience, dealing with the U.S. media, and speaking English like a
leader.

Invariably, any book about cultural issues will contain a certain degree
of generalizations. When we use terms such as “American,” “Asian,”
“European,” we are referring to typical behaviors or cultural norms; we
realize that there are many exceptions to these behaviors, and that
cultures are changing even as we are writing this book. Some expres-
sions in the book could be misinterpreted as stereotypical, i.e., “typical
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U.S. business behaviors” or “European ways of operating;” however,
we use these terms simply to make certain points easier to relate to for
our foreign-born readers. We hope that none of our comments and ob-
servations is seen as judgmental in any way. A final point of clarifica-
tion: the terms “America” or “American” are used only in reference to
the United States and do not represent Canada or Latin America.

How Should You Use this Book?

Each chapter stands on its own, and you can refer to each one individ-
ually depending on what you need. However, you will get the most
benefit if you start by reading the overview of U.S. culture offered in
Chapter 2. Together with a description of real-life anecdotes, each
chapter offers several techniques that have proven effective in the sit-
uations described; all names have been changed and examples
adapted to preserve the anonymity of our clients. In addition, the book
contains a lot of idiomatic expressions, slang, and U.S. business
jargon, followed by explanations in parentheses. The intent is to use
words you will hear frequently, and give you a leg up [an advantage] in
understanding and learning them.

The focus is practical and empirical, and the intent is to offer really ac-
tionable, usable advice.

This book does not address a number of common cross-cultural topics,
such as international negotiations and English business writing. They
are not included partly because there are already several insightful
publications available on the market, and partly because we feel these
topics deserve a separate discussion.

Finally, this book does not offer any new theory in cross-cultural com-
munication; it is focused on helping international professionals become
more competent communicators in the United States in today's
business environment.

We hope this book will help you fulfill your potential.
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Cultural Inventory

Check how close your values are to American
ones on the following scale.

The more high scores (6) you circle, the closer
your values are to American values.

If you have more low numbers, you need to be
aware of the areas of difference and adjust ac-
cordingly in your business transactions.
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Table 1. CULTURAL INVENTORY*

U.S. Values Your values

Speak to sell/persuade 3|4

Say no clearly

Prefer explicit messages

Task oriented

Silence is difficult to handle

Rarely interrupt

Prefer direct eye contact

Short hugs, back thumpings are OK

Clear body language

Show feelings openly

Individual's work important

Self esteem is central

Focus mostly on work

Rules apply to everyone

What's right is right

Honor a contract

A deal is a deal

Prefer to use first names

We're all equal

Need space

Guard inner core from most people

Present and future are important

Time is money

RPlrRr|lrRr|lRr|lPrIRP[Pr|Rr|RP|RP|R|RPR|RP|RPR|IRPRIRP|[RP|RP|P|RP|RPR|RP|RL|R
I R SR R R Y O B OO B OO I OO B OO B ORI ORI ORI OB O B O B R I RN O OO B OO I OO I OO I OO I N
Wlw|lw|lw|lwlw w vl w w wl w|lw|lw|lw|lw|lw|w|w|w|w|w|w
B N I S N N B S O S O N I [ SN Y S [ SN [ N I o O O O T [ N B SN B SN B SN N N
alao|la|la|lalajlajlalala|lao|lala|lalajlajlajla|lajla|la|la|la|l o
o|lo|lo|lo|lo|lo|jo|o|o|lo|o|lo|lo|o|lo|lo|lo|lo|o|o|o|o|o| o

Quick answers, quick solutions
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Table 1. CULTURAL INVENTORY* (continued)

U.S. Values

Punctuality essential

One thing at a time

Many short term relationships

U.S. business culture is international
Everyone speaks business English

My way or the highway—it always works
Short term profits/fast growth emphasis
Action-oriented decision making
Negotiation based on competence
Table manners are not very important

Informality is a way of life

* Copyright © 2007 Angelika Blendstrup, Ph.D.
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Your values
1(2|3|4|5]|6
1(2|3|4|5|6
1(2|3|4|5]|6
1(2|3|4|5]|6
112 |3|4|5]|6
112|3|4|5/|6
1(2|3|4|5]|6
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