
Chapter 3

Project Humans Resource Management

3.1 How to Detect Cultural Di�erences1

Contents: Reading • Assignments • Student Engineers' Commentaries

note: This version of the module has no attached video clips. Later versions will have video
attached.

note: This module was prepared by Dr. Ute Cezeaux of Intercultural Training Associates. Mr.
Dan Erchick has contributed additions valuable for medical volunteers. Several students also con-
tributed to the readings in the module. The preparation of this module and others in the �Preparing
for Engineering Communication in Developing Countries� course was supported by a generous grant
from the Engineering Information Foundation. We are grateful for their belief that today's engi-
neering students need information that will prepare them to deal with international collaborations.

3.1.1 MODULE READING

3.1.1.1 Preliminary Matters

Engineering students working on �eld projects in other countries face several communication challenges.
Typically they come from a US college environment and are accustomed to live and learn among peers
and professors in an English-speaking environment where codes of conduct are generally understood by all
without paying too much speci�c attention to them.

When these students arrive in the developing country at their rural non-English speaking project site,
things change on many levels. In addition to obvious language di�culties, basic assumptions about how to
get things done and even whether things should be done will be challenged, sometimes openly, more often
in many subtle ways.

Additionally, students working on outreach engineering projects all over the world face speci�c challenges
not encountered by casual visitors or long time workers, such as Peace Corps volunteers or missionaries who
are committed to several years in the foreign location. Student engineering groups are generally on location
for 7 to 10 days during spring break or in the summer, and even though there may be repeated visits to the
same village, the individual members of the group may change. These conditions create challenges that are
speci�c to engineering communication in traditional societies.

This web site is designed to share with you some of the cultural challenges students have experienced in
Engineers without Borders projects, help you identify common areas of di�culties, and suggest strategies to
prepare to cope with them. The stories of these students' varied projects, experiences, approaches, strategies,

1This content is available online at <http://cnx.org/content/m14686/1.4/>.
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surprises, successes and failures were collected and discussed in a cross-cultural training course for engineering
students at Rice University in Houston, Texas, USA in the spring semester 2007 under a grant from the
Engineering Information Foundation. We hope that their accounts will help you anticipate the exciting and
complex challenges of communication abroad.

note: For students without experience in US culture. The students who tested the mod-
ules for this project in class were United States engineering students of various cultural family
backgrounds. Almost all of them had worked on engineering projects in El Salvador, Nicaragua
or Mexico. One student had a special interest in and some experience in Mongolia and China.
Examples and exercises in these modules assume familiarity with United States American culture,
sometimes speci�cally in the United States college setting. If you use these materials and you are
not familiar with the US American background, you would have to rethink the issues raised and
substitute exercises and comparisons that would clarify the issues for you or your students.

3.1.1.1.1 Prior Readings

Before you begin using this module and others in the course, you may wish to read portions of Iris Varner
and Linda Beamer's Intercultural Communication in the Global Workplace (2005), which focuses on
the professional context of intercultural communication. Chapters 3 and 4 especially lay out the concepts of
underlying values that a�ect behavior in di�erent cultures. The context of traditionally structured societies,
which the modules in this Connexions series address, di�ers from the professional context Varner and Beamer
describe in the level of technical training that local partners for outreach projects have. Two excellent
publications produced for the United States Peace Corps are also useful:

• Learning Local Environmental Knowledge: A Volunteer's Guide to Community Entry
(Information Collection and Exchange Publication No. M0071, Peace Corps 2002) and

• Culture Matters: The Peace Corps Cross-Cultural Workbook by Craig Storti, which is also
available in English or in Spanish as La Cultura Sí Importa: Manual Transcultural Del Cuerpo

de Paz as a free .pdf download at Peace Corps Web Site2

3.1.1.2 Detecting Cultural Di�erences

When you want to work successfully in another culture, it becomes very important to understand the
`language you yourself speak', not just the words and the grammar of your own language, but the underlying,
often subconscious, assumptions you make and the underlying values that you rely on. When you understand
the implications of your own language, then it becomes easier to deal with the reality that the �language
local people speak� is not just a literal translation of yours, but is embedded in their underlying cultural
values and assumptions. Communication across cultures is not easy. As we all know, the possibility of
misunderstanding is always present, even among members of the same culture who are communicating in
the same language. The possibility of misunderstanding, even if everybody is of good will, is exponentially
increased when you cross cultures.

EXERCISE

Exercise 3.1.1 (Solution on p. 190.)

• Ask each person in your group to take a standard sheet of 8 1/2� x 11� paper. Ask one person
to read the following directions to the group. Without demonstrating or telling anyone how
to hold or fold the paper, read the following words exactly, read slowly, and only read once.
Or, if you are working independently, skip to 1.3, Comparing Cultures.

• Ready to start? Stand up. Close your eyes and keep them closed throughout the exercise.
Do not ask any questions.

2http://www.peacecorps.gov/wws/publications/culture/index.cfm
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• Fold your piece of paper in half and tear o� the bottom right corner.
• Now, fold it in half again and tear o� the upper right corner.
• Now, fold it in half again and tear o� the lower left corner.
• Fold your piece of paper in half and tear o� the bottom right corner.
• Now, unfold the whole page. Compare your page with the other people's. What do you

notice?�
•
• (Developed by Russel Dore, Fruehauf Corporation, Detroit, Michigan)

3.1.1.3 Comparing Cultures

When you want to compare cultures and eventually identify speci�c di�erences that require special attention,
cross-cultural trainers often use the picture of the iceberg. Only a small part, the tip of the iceberg, is visible,
the major portion of the iceberg is submerged and can become dangerous to a ship. Everybody wants to
avoid the calamity that befell the Titanic, the famous passenger ship that ran into an iceberg on her �rst
voyage and sank, taking hundreds of passengers with her.

Applying this image, the tip of the iceberg shows the visible part of the culture or, more speci�cally, the
part of the culture that can be perceived through all the senses, the things you can see, hear, feel, taste
and smell: the architecture, the food, the music, the literature, the art and much more. This is the part of
culture that the tourist is interested in and that the short-term visitor perceives as di�erent, interesting and
sometimes exotic.
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Figure 3.1

Below the surface is the invisible part of culture, the di�erences that are perceived by long-term visitors,
the people who try to live in the culture for an extended period of time. These people realize�often slowly�
how essential the under-the-surface components of the culture are and how deeply they a�ect everyday
life. Here we look at questions like: How do people identify themselves, as individuals or as members of
the group? How is time perceived: is it controlled by the person or not? How are children raised�what
are the most important things they have to learn? Are old people respected for their wisdom? What is
important when people talk to each other�do they say things straight out, or do they assume that you know
how to read between the lines? How is power distributed in the community? Who has it, and how much?
In the submerged part of the iceberg of culture we �nd the values, the beliefs and the often subconscious
assumptions that most members of the culture share.

In summary: Here is the important insight, especially for groups like engineering students, who want
to work successfully with rural villagers on very short-term projects: the underlying values, beliefs and
assumptions of a culture a�ect what you see on the surface in the behavior of the members of that culture.
In other words, if you know something about the values, beliefs and assumptions of your own culture and
the culture you are going to work with, if you understand the major di�erences, then it will become easier
to deal with the behavior patterns of everyday interactions and you can become more creative and hopefully
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more successful in solving the big and little problems of getting your project completed.

3.1.1.3.1 Norms and Variations

When we talk about the US Americans we have to de�ne on what we mean. Whenever you ask a culturally
based question such as �How do you show friendliness and respect when you greet somebody?� to a large
group of Americans in di�erent parts of the country, in di�erent population groups and at di�erent age
levels, you will get a wide variety of answers. Not all Americans act or think alike in the same situation. The
many answers could be sorted statistically and the result would probably show a bell curve, a line through
the apex would then show how most Americans would deal with the particular question. The same would
hold for the foreign culture. The two bell curves might overlap indicating that some people in both cultures
would deal with that question in the same way and would have fewer misunderstandings in dealing with
each other. This example shows that all cultures have many variations. In general, these variations are more
noticeable when you are in the country. When you look at a culture from the outside, the common elements
tend to stand out.

US American Values and Beliefs
In your cross-cultural class you can brainstorm the most important US American values, beliefs and

assumptions. You might come up with concepts like: individualism, self-reliance, competition, equality,
can-do-spirit, hard work, informality, and a direct communication style.

There are many ways to study the main values of your own culture:
One way is to look at how children are raised in your culture. Parents all over the world want to teach

their children what will make them successful in their culture. US American children are taught independence
and self-reliance at an early age. �You can do that yourself,� �Figure it out,� �What do you think?� and �Ask
your teacher, brother, grandpa� are phrases heard from parents and teachers.

Another way to study main values is to listen to comments of foreign visitors. Here are some quotes
from foreigners who have worked or studied for a while in the US: The examples below werer taken from L.
Robert Kohls and John M. Knight'sDeveloping Intercultural Awareness: A Cross-cultural Training
Handbook 1994:

• �Americans seem to be in a perpetual hurry. Just watch the way they walk down the street. They
never allow themselves the leisure to enjoy life; there are too many things to do.� (Visitor from India)

• �In the US everything has to be talked about and analyzed. Even the littlest thing has to be �why? why?
why?� I get a headache from such persistent questions. I still can't stand a hard hitting argument.�
(Visitor from Indonesia)

• �The American seems very explicit, he wants a `Yes' or �No' � if someone tries to speak �guratively,
the American is confused.� (Visitor from Ethiopia)

• �I was surprised, in the United States, to �nd so many young people who were not living with their
parents, although they were not yet married. Also, I was surprised to see so many single people of all
ages living alone, eating alone, and walking the streets alone. The United States must be the loneliest
country in the world.� (Visitor from Colombia)

• �Imagine my astonishment when I went to the supermarket and looked at eggs. You know, there are no
small eggs in America, they just don't exist. They tend to be jumbo, extra large, large and medium.
It does not matter that the medium are little. Small eggs don't exist because, I guess, they think that
might be bad or denigrating.� (Visitor from The Netherlands)

�What Bothers Nationals about Working with US Americans in Their Community� Adapted from: L. Robert
Kohls, Survival Kit for Overseas Living 1984

We carry with us our own cultural baggage. When we work in a foreign environment, our way of doing
things contrasts with the local way, and our attitudes and behaviors�which look positive to us�may appear
di�erently in the foreign environment. Here are some characteristics of US American workers that have stood
out in a foreign culture

• They expect to accomplish more in the local environment than is reasonable.
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• They are insensitive to local customs and norms.
• They resist working through normal administrative channels.
• They often take credit for joint e�orts.
• They think they have all the right answers.
• They are abrupt and task oriented, insensitive to the feelings of others.

3.1.1.3.2 Continuums of Values

When you think about underlying values, beliefs and assumptions in di�erent cultures, you can think in
terms of continuums, with extremes on either end. Research has located cultures at various point on a value
continuum. Some cultures can be found close to one end; other cultures may be found closer to the opposite
end. For example,members of some cultures think about themselves as independently acting individuals;
members of other cultures think primarily of themselves as integral members of a group, with primary
responsibilities toward that group.

Other cultures could be located on these continuum lines and similar lines could be drawn for other
values, beliefs and assumptions. The locations are not engraved in stone but are simply guidelines to
stimulate observation, questions and discussion in preparing to work in another culture.

Figure 3.2
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3.1.1.4 Communication Styles

People have di�erent styles of communication. Some people are direct: they rely on words and data. Other
people are indirect: they suggest, they hint at what they really mean, they don't just use a precise word,
they may use a descriptive phrase or a picture, or tell a story and expect the listener to infer the meaning.
In the same way, languages and the cultures they express can be either more direct or more indirect, more
precise or more vague. The Dutch speaker will know that the Dutch listener will expect directness, even
bluntness, and will not be o�ended. The Japanese speaker, on the other side, will know that he does not
have to be precise; the listener will take into consideration the surroundings, the subtle non-verbal message,
and will understand; and by avoiding directness, face will be saved for both sides.

Figure 3.3

To illustrate the possible frustration and resulting non-communication, let me tell you about one of my
experiences. I remember that in China I once listened with a group of other US Americans to a lecture by
a Chinese professor on Chinese watercolor painting. The professor spoke excellent grammatically correct
English, but the Chinese indirect communication style came through so strongly that most Americans could
not follow the circles and spirals of the thought patterns and simply grew too tired to listen. They were
accustomed to a much more direct style that quickly got to the point and stated each point clearly and as a
result, they missed learning more about a very special form of art.

3.1.2 ASSIGNMENTS

3.1.2.1 Assignment: Analyze a Dialog

To practice paying attention to the di�ering mindset of speakers from di�erent cultures and detecting dif-
ferences in underlying cultural values and communication styles, we look at a conversation taking place in a
work situation between a US American CARL and a Hispanic JUAN who may be from a South American
country. The dialog and the comments are from Craig Storti's Cross-Cultural Dialogues (1993).

3.1.2.2 Dialog: A Helping Hand

• CARL: Hey, Juan, Is everything OK?
• JUAN: Yes, sir. I was just explaining to Raul here about the new drill press. Some of the men aren't

sure about it yet.
• CARL: I know. Actually, I overheard you; what you were telling Raul isn't exactly right.
• JUAN: No?
• CARL: No. You have to turn on the fan before you switch on the water jet, not after. Now try it,

Raul. (Pause) Yes, That's it. Any more problems with this, Juan, Just come and ask me. That's what
I am here for.

• JUAN: Thank you, sir.
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In their discussion of this short dialog the students identi�ed behavior that could be traced back to values of
hierarchy, task or relationship orientation, saving face, direct and indirect communication styles and made
suggestions to improve the interaction.

Now take a look at Storti's critique of this transaction:
Example: A Helping Hand (comments by Craig Storti p.70)

• Juan is not pleased. To be corrected in public is bad enough, but to be corrected in front of a subor-
dinate � someone he supervises and would be expected to know more than � is especially humiliating.
What Carl should have done, of course, is to have taken Juan aside later and, without even mentioning
the �mistake,� reminded him again how the new drill press worked. (Juan would then realize, without
anything being said, that he had given Raul incorrect instructions).

• Carl has been boorish even by American standards, but it is typical of him to have zeroed in on the
task. His �rst thought � his instinct - is to correct the error Juan has made so that the work will
proceed smoothly and production won't be disrupted What really matters, in other words, is e�ciency
and not whether someone's feelings get hurt.

• But is this altogether fair to Carl (and his compatriots)? Granted, he may be just another cold unfeeling
American manager possessed of a characteristically single-minded obsession with production (and the
worker be damned). But as we have noted before, Americans tend to identify very closely with their
work; if our work is good then we are good.

• In this context, Carl's impulse to correct Juan might very well be an expression of his instinctive
concern for Juan's feelings. After all, Juan would be embarrassed if the men under him kept making
mistakes and production in his division plummeted. In short, the typical American manager`s obsession
with output and production doesn't necessarily mean a lack of caring for the worker. If workers identify
with their work, then worrying about output is synonymous with caring for the worker.
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3.1.2.3 Summary and General Advice

When you are working as a student engineer on a project in a rural community some general points are
important to remember.

• Do not automatically assume that you understand
• Assume that you do not understand
• Do not react automatically
• Observe attentively
• Listen carefully
• Do not judge quickly; instead, wait
• Ask questions gently

In summary: stop, look, listen, learn before you respond and act

3.1.2.4 Assignment Two: Narrating Cultural Awareness

3.1.2.4.1 Including Unexpected Cues

Note: This assignment draws on readings from Culture Matters and on the reading by Dr. Cezeaux,
above. The reading featured the �iceberg,� with visible cultural di�erences �oating above the water and deep
values concealed below the surface. The reading brought out observations about di�erences in views of time,
gender roles, and the amount of reliance on what people already know when choosing what to include in a
communication (the US tells all; other cultures expect listeners to have a high degree of shared knowledge).
The readings asked you to pay attention to the following questions:

3.1.2.4.1.1 Questions about the self in society

• Is the basic unit of society the individual or the collective?
• Is obligation a burden or a bene�t?
• Is age valued or is youth valued?
• Are genders equal or unequal?.
• Are gendered activities negotiable or restricted?

3.1.2.4.1.2 Social organization questions

• Is group membership temporary or permanent?
• Is form important or distrusted?
• Are personal activities private or public?
• Is social organization horizontal or hierarchical?
• Is approach to authority direct or mediated?

This assignment has only one part. We imagine this assignment will be about two pages long, double-spaced,
or longer, as you see �t. In it, you will demonstrate your ability to reinterpret and teach others from your
past experiences and by your increasing cultural competence by writing a narrative. We imagine that stories
like this will be the heart of your instruction for future engineering outreach groups. This exercise will also
give you a chance to practice preparing other engineers for assignments abroad.

This narrative should describe

• A problematic or unexpected situation
• How you originally de�ned it
• How you �solved,� �responded,� or ��ubbed� it
• How you now see it
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As you set the scene, you should think about the �iceberg diagram.� Include cultural cues (both �surface�
di�erences and some indication of deeper di�erences in values) you did not originally expect (and that other
engineering students may not expect), in your narrative.

Include some communicative actions that were involved: Don't just say, �The pump didn't work properly;
replacing a valve with one scavenged from a damaged one at the church �xed it.� That account masks a
whole lot of interaction and thinking. Tell us how you thought of the problem; how your local collaborators
thought of it; how you found out another defective pump was stored in the church, whether you asked for
help; how you approached a person according to his or her status in the village (or failed to), whether you
were expected to pay; etc., etc.� You might also include di�erences in vocabulary or di�erent meanings
associated with a term. For example, if a Mexican government o�cial asked whether you had taken your
proposal or agreement to a notary public, you might not have realized that this common phrase in English,
�notary public� has a totally di�erent meaning in Spanish-speaking countries, where a �notary public� is
certifying the legality of an agreement, and his or her services cost a great deal.

The Afterword. End your narrative with an �afterword� (literally, the opposite of a foreword; the
words written in re�ection or as a comment on the text)�a section that others could read after they have
read and discussed your story. Add your �lessons learned� or take-away notions there. You may want to
read some of the student engineers' commentaries (below) to stimulate your memory.

3.1.3 STUDENT ENGINEERS' COMMENTARIES

3.1.3.1 Alec Walker: Rethinking my next projects in the Peoples Republic of China

The time I spent in class inspired me to be proactive in developing guidelines for the attitude that I will adopt
while working to accomplish a speci�c goal in a foreign community with a di�erent culture. I had conceptual-
ized cultural di�erences as obstacles with which to slowly familiarize myself on an intuitive, experience-based
level. One of the �rst major points that was covered in class was that culture is a category under which
to �le one's architecture of thought. Cultures can be appreciated by a temporary visitor, but they cannot
be learned in the same way that a native of the particular community has learned. This does not mean,
however, that an attempt made by a visitor to study a host culture with the objective of working through
it is futile. In addition, preparations can be made by the visitor before arrival to facilitate this process.

The two potential future trips that I foresee for myself in the coming years are 1) to Chengdu in Sichuan
province, China to teach English, and 2) to Bayaan Ulgii in Mongolia to provide Engineering service work
in water treatment or energy distribution. I will consider the speci�c concepts, techniques, and processes
discussed in the class as they will apply to each of the three potential future trips, and the di�erences in
projected successes of each method will be compared.

Each of the trips shares certain commonalities: I will be a foreigner working within a subgroup of a larger
community with a di�erent culture, I will be working to accomplish a speci�c goal that is independent of
the culture in which I will be immersed, and I will only be there for a de�nite amount of time (less than 3
months). The techniques to consider are:

A) encouraging needed communication through an alternative or indirect route, B) categorizing the
culture in general qualitative spectra, and C) gauging the optimal adjustment of my goal in response to
cultural hurdles.

The following is a brief expansion of the general methods I have applied below.
A) includes requesting an audience with speci�c members of the community in private, requesting that

members of a community arrange a play about the desired topic, or asking for anonymous reviews, written or
oral. This method is to be employed in situations wherein cultural boundaries prevent communication neces-
sary for the completion of the goal. The spectra B) in which to classify the host culture include collectivism
versus individuality, egalitarian versus hierarchical, direct communication versus indirect communication,
task oriented versus relationship oriented, and linear time versus cyclical time. This method is employed to
develop and retain a broad sense of the guidelines and expectations of the community. C) includes revision
of a goal in a vacuum (out of cultural context) followed by revision with respect to results obtained from A)
and B). The two revisions are compared, and a hybrid is developed until the time for the next revision.

Available for free at Connexions <http://cnx.org/content/col11352/1.1>



167

3.1.3.1.1 Examining trip 1 to Chengdu in Sichuan province

A) The English language students will be girls and boys at the high school level, and they will be used to
a strict and quantitative approach to learning. They will know o�-hand how many English words they can
write and what their test-score history is. They will be used to learning under a lecture style of teaching
and adhering to military-like disciplinary standards. Most high school teachers in Chinese cities are under
administrative pressure to train students to produce certain test scores on certain exams. These initial
assumptions may be invalid and will change. My goal is to teach them English, and I must make them
aware of how this di�ers from boosting their exam scores. The majority of the class will be interactive and
questions will be encouraged.

Depending on the number of students, I will either hold meetings with individual students requesting
feedback on teaching style, or I will ask for a certain number volunteers with strong opinions. I will also
have a slit-topped shoebox wherein students can submit comments or critiques in English or Chinese. I will
hold meetings with parents to discuss my methods and keep all members of the community up to date on
my dealings. I will encourage students to put on performances, in English about topics they choose and in
Chinese about how they think the class is going.

B) I rate Chinese culture as a collectivist, hierarchical, relationship oriented culture with a linear time
sense and tendency towards indirect communication. I will scale these generalizations from one to ten
periodically.

C) Perhaps my goal will change, and I will tend towards a teaching style geared towards boosting the
students' statistical academic standings and developing their traditional showing of respect after analyzing
the feedback I get from the community.

3.1.3.1.2 Examining trip 2 to Bayaan Ulgii in Mongolia

A) The sta� in the Engineering company where I will work will have limited technical background, as Mon-
golian schools lack resources and quali�ed technical professors. The employees will be diligent workers with
pride in their position, and they will likely follow instructions and wait for approval before making decisions.
These assumptions may be invalid and will change. My goal is to provide a technical perspective with an
emphasis on sustainability and safety. I will establish what is desired, o�er encouragement towards long-term
company-health thinking, and emphasize the associated health risks and injury prevention techniques.

B) I will invite my colleagues to go on walks or horseback rides with me, spending the day talking and
exchanging stories. In my experience to date, time and space coverage greatly facilitate Mongolian inner
and inter company business. I will hold sustainability, and environmental and personal health meetings
for colleagues. I will inform them of what I have been informed, maintaining humility. I will compete
with colleagues in numerous games. I rate Mongolian culture as individuality based, egalitarian, directly
communicative (slow and repetitive), task oriented, and cyclical time oriented.

C) The results from A) and B) may change my goal. I may slacken my safety regulations and sustainability
expectations, adopting instead a more short-term outlook on accomplishing speci�c engineering goals.

3.1.3.2 Sean McCudden: Rethinking Unexpected Developments in Mexico

When my team travels to Mexico, we bring local food to a woman in the village (let's call her �Sara�) who
cooks for us. In addition to providing all ingredients, we pay Sara $15US per day. The Mexico team �rst
visited the village the year before I arrived at the university and became involved with engineering projects.
I have learned that the team was referred to Sara by a missionary in a nearby village and with only that
recommendation to go on, it contacted Sara about cooking.

In my experience, Sara has performed her cooking duties well and she converses amiably with us, but
con�icts have arisen. She and her husband (call him �Juan�) appear to try to take advantage of her role
as �feeder of the Americans� and seem to be a source of strain in the community. In addition, Juan is on
the Water Board, which oversees the pipe distribution system from the well and our recently implemented
biosand �lter construction. It is di�cult for me to get a full sense of how extensive the con�icts are through
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translations, but our translators report subtle elements in the language that suggest they could be splitting
the village.

Some concrete examples are Sara's asking us to lay pipe from the pump directly to her house (which
other residents don't have and while we have made clear that our role is not to decide placement of the
distribution system). On our team's most recent trip during Spring Break, we constructed biosand �lters to
purify their water. We announced to the community that we would not decide the distribution of the �lters
we built; the Water Board would. We left su�cient construction materials in the village for the residents to
build their own household �lters. Yet, Sara asked if one that we built could be hers. Juan is very capable
to construct their own, but he did not even assist us (as we had asked the entire community to do so that
they could get hands-on experience), despite being on the Water Board.

In addition, our team's translators have said that they sense tension between Sara/Juan and the rest of
the village, including Juan's position on the Water Board and his use of it for personal gain. The translators
say it is subtle phrases that suggest these con�icts, but they are consistent.

Moreover, my team leaders say that the worst part of any Mexico trip is negotiating Sara's payment at
the end, as she asks for advances or denies that we paid her previous advances. Added to this are constant
requests for goods like propane gas and diapers which are reasonable in themselves, if we need to stop by
the store anyway, but she does not readily reimburse us. We are also fairly certain that she asks us to buy
more food than we eat and that she saves the leftovers for her family.

All the above has created a di�cult situation for our team. We originally contacted Sara because we had
no other information and she has not done anything to overtly lose her cooking job. However, I am concerned
that we are creating con�ict in the village by giving her a perceived power that she and her husband use
for personal gain. This would not be very disconcerting if it only involved us, but it seems to extend to the
Water Board and its relationship with the community. Our team could easily ask another family to cook for
us, but that may damage more relationships than it helps. We have delicately tried to investigate the issue.
For example, on the Spring Break trip we asked a community youth who befriended us whether our $15US
per day was fair payment. He agreed that it was, so I do not trust that Sara is just trying to compensate
for being cheated.

Afterword. Since we are closing in on the completion of our project, I do not believe we should
do anything to drastically change our relationship with the village. I do believe that we need to clearly
emphasize our role in the community whenever we have the chance. Especially important is de�ning the
Water Board as in charge of the water projects and as democratic and following the will of the village. We
should also demonstrate our desire that Sara and Juan take a prominent role in assisting our projects.

Our team clearly has in�uence in the community and they appear to try to use their position to wield
some of their own. We have denied their excessive requests, but we have not raised the issue of our buying
extra food. Since we can only surmise that they keep leftovers from our own estimates of what we eat,
anything we say will only reveal our suspicion, which could make our relationship worse. We should only
bring it up (gently) if Sara asks for even more food or money. When we contact a new community to begin
another project, it will be important that we establish a personal relationship with the residents, so we
should �nd a food and sleep host as quickly as possible, but we need to take care on our choices in light of
our experience.
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3.1.3.2.1 Ketan Shah: Taking Cultural Practices into Designs for a Community

In January 2005, our team traveled to a small community in El Salvador to install a 40,000 L water storage
tank for community use in order to increase access to water and decrease the time people had to wait to
get water. We had been on a survey trip a few months earlier, and during our time at school, we designed
the water tank and adjacent washing stations for the community. Although we had already sent the designs
down to the community before we arrived and thought they approved, we did not realize that some of the
system components were not compatible with their ways of doing things.

When we built the tank, we also built washing stations and showers next to the tank. Washing stations,
or pilas, are the method of washing clothes people in Latin America use � a pila consists of a large basin
that is �lled with water and two elevated surfaces around the basin on which to scrub the clothes. When
in use, the drains on the pilas should be stoppered so the water can �ll up. With this in mind, we installed
removable drain clogs to each of the pilas so that they could be �lled up and drained as needed. This did
not seem to be a problem when we were constructing them, but after we returned from our trip, we heard
from the community that the stoppers that little children had been stealing the stoppers and that it was too
expensive to continue to replace them.

This problem was due to a di�erence in cultural interpretation and assumptions on both parts of the
project. Our team assumed that the community would want removable stoppers in their pilas because they
are so common in the United States. On the other hand, the community members did not even realize that
we had included the stoppers in the design, so they could not address their concerns about the stoppers.
Because neither side realized that the stoppers were an issue in the design, the potential problem was never
even addressed until we found out about the stolen stoppers. After talking about it with the community,
we decided that there was no harm in not having any stoppers at all. Originally, our concern was that if
there were no drain in the pilas, the standing water would collect mosquito larvae; however, the community
assured us that abate, a poison for mosquito larvae, was readily available through the local health clinic.
Thus, the solution to the problem was to �ll the drains with concrete to allow water to collect and kill the
mosquito larvae with abate.

In following out our original design, we also ran into one other implementation problem during our trip.
We constructed a shower behind the tank for all community members to use. However, on our next visit
to the community, we found out that the community members had ripped down the shower, reconstructed
it in another corner, and claimed it as a �men only� shower. Once again, this problem was caused due to
di�erences in deep culture and a lack of communication between the two sides on the project.

Our team assumed that the showers would be for both male and female use because that is how we would
address the situation in the United States. However, in both the surface and deep culture in El Salvador,
men are considered the dominant sex, so the showers were assumed to be only for the men. We talked to the
women of the community and found that they did not agree with the �men only� shower situation and that
the changes were made without their approval. Therefore, we did not change our stance on this situation as
we did in the previous situation with the drain stoppers.

We held a community meeting and explained what we felt the di�erences between the two cultures were.
We also explained that the purpose of our projects is to bene�t everybody in the community, and that if we
had realized that this part of the project would bene�t only the men and estrange the women, we would not
have constructed the showers. After talking to the community, they agreed to make the showers for both
males and females, and the problem was resolved.

Afterword. This story describes two problems that took place as a result of our original water storage
tank design and construction. The �rst problem occurred due to di�erent cultural assumptions and lack of
communication, and the second problem occurred due to di�erent cultural view and lack of communication.
These two stories illustrate an important lesson in intercultural communication. It is important to come to
agreements based on the interaction of both cultures, not just one of the cultures.

In the �rst issue, there was no harm in letting the community use the solution they were used to, so it
was the better course to follow. However, when the di�erence in culture clashes with the beliefs upon which
the project was created, as in the second problem, it is important to discuss with the community to come
to a mutual agreement. In other words, I believe it is important to recognize the community's
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culture while still negotiating to include important aspects of your own.
***

3.1.3.3 Re�ection or Discussion Opportunity

Select one or more of the students' commentaries and discuss them. What other additional issues from the
reading can you apply to the students' situations? Do you agree that the team should have insisted on the
community's making the shower stall available to all adults in the community?

3.1.3.4 END OF MODULE

END

3.2 International business for entrepreneurs: Organizational struc-
ture and human resource management3

3.2.1 Organizational structure and human resources management

One of the fundamental challenges facing companies of all sizes is determining how to organize and sta� their
operations. This task becomes even more complex when a company decides to do business across national
borders.

A small business owner may start out as the only employee in his or her company. In this case organization
and sta�ng simply involves the e�cient allocation of the owner's time and attention to the various tasks
associated with the business. As the company grows, more employees will probably be hired. When this
occurs, it is useful to explicitly look at how tasks can be allocated across employees in a systematic way. As
the company grows still larger, it is often useful to begin organizing the company into departments.

In many cases, a company's early moves overseas involve reacting to an apparently random or unexpected
overseas business opportunity. At �rst, such business may be conducted anywhere in the organization on an
ad hoc basis. As a company extends its operations overseas, it takes on additional complexity as decisions
have to be made which address global and local product design, local responsiveness to individual markets,
cross-border �nancing, etc. As the international side of the business grows, many companies conclude that
a reorganization of some type can better handle the current international business demands, and better
position the company to take full advantage of international opportunities as they arise. In the following
section, several common international organization structures are brie�y described.

3.2.1.1 International division

Perhaps the simplest start for many organizations is to adopt what is known as an international division.
With the addition of an international division, the domestic organization may remain relatively unchanged
while an additional side structure is added. This additional structure (in collaboration with the domestic
structure) takes on the responsibility for virtually all international business. This structure assumes that
there are skills associated with doing business overseas that will transcend the typical business lines. Market
assessments, compliance with export/import regulations, arranging shipping, identi�cation of local repre-
sentatives, establishment of dedicated sales o�ces, production facilities, etc. are all examples of tasks often
assigned to the international division.

Advantages: The international division is e�ective in consolidating international activity under one area
of responsibility. Such a division develops international expertise that can serve all areas of the organization.
This eliminates the need for every part of the organization to master the ins and outs of doing business
overseas (this can sometimes be quite complex).

3This content is available online at <http://cnx.org/content/m35610/1.4/>.
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Disadvantages: On the other hand, the existence of an international division encourages the organization
to approach their business in an arti�cially dichotomous manner. Part of the business organization focuses
primarily on the home country market, while the international division serves �the rest of the world�. In most
organizations such a structure lends itself to a continuing preoccupation with the home country market.

As a company becomes more serious about overseas business, it often �nds it useful to adopt a more
sophisticated global structure. Four examples of such organizations are included below.

3.2.1.2 Global functional structure

A global functional structure is often adopted by companies with a very limited product scope. A CEO will
oversee a number of business functions that have been identi�ed as critical to business operations. Because
the product mix is singular or limited, the CEO can coordinate the work of the functions and bring the
resources of each to bear on the product line. In this case, the CEO serves as the common denominator
between the functions.

Advantages: In many organizations, the primary sources of expertise are functionally based. Therefore,
economies of scale can be achieved by grouping these resources by function. In the case of human resources,
for instance, a central human resources function can serve as a consultant to all parts of the organization
on issues such as pay and performance evaluation. This eliminates the redundancy occurring when multiple
parts of the organization attempt to develop such programs on their own. A functional organization also
enables the organization to standardize policies, practices and procedures that can be carried out throughout
the organization.

Disadvantages: The primary focus on business functional activity, often distracts organizations from spe-
ci�c product requirements, customer needs, and geographic idiosyncrasies. With the top of the organization
serving as common denominator and arbiter between the functions, strategies may not re�ect realities on the
ground as decisions are made without the bene�t of close interaction with customers and deep understanding
of local circumstances.

Exhibit 3.4: A global structure

3.2.1.3 Product structure

A global product structure is often chosen in companies with an array of diverse product lines. Each product
line is assigned to its own organization unit so that decision-making is focused on the product characteristic
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and the customers who will be targeted. In many cases, the product unit will have its own functional
organization�in essence, operating as a stand alone business in the context of the larger organization. In
many cases, a product unit will be managed with full pro�t and loss responsibility.

Advantages: The main advantage of a product structure is that it focuses attention and resources toward
a single product and the customers toward which that product is targeted. Decisions are optimized for the
success of the product and distractions are minimized.

Disadvantages: Redundancies often exist across product organizations as functional responsibilities are
duplicated under each product organization. Economies of scale and scope are more di�cult to achieve as
this organization structure encourages less cooperation and coordination across the product units.

Exhibit 3.5: A product structure

3.2.1.4 Area/geographic structure:

An area structure is often chosen by companies who want to emphasize geographically speci�c strategies and
focus decision-making on local needs. Organizations may be divided up into regional and country structures
where country managers operate rather autonomous businesses supported by an array of local functions. In
this case, the country organization often operates as a fairly self-contained business with substantial local
authority as well as pro�t and loss responsibility.

Advantages: The country organization is capable of sensing and understanding local conditions and is
able to formulate strategies which e�ectively meet the needs of local stakeholders. Policies in areas such as
human resource management can be tailored to meet the needs and expectations of local employees, product
mix and design can be optimized for local conditions, and the organization can respond more quickly to
changing circumstances on the ground.

Disadvantages: The disadvantages of the area structure are similar to those of the product structure.
Economies of scale will be harder to achieve as di�erent localities develop and implement very di�erent
product strategies on one hand, and invest resources in developing local functional expertise and e�ort
which may well be duplicated unnecessarily across geographic units.

Available for free at Connexions <http://cnx.org/content/col11352/1.1>



173

Exhibit 3.6: Area/geographic structure

3.2.1.5 Matrix structure:

A matrix structure is often adopted in organizations that would like to optimize decisions across multiple
organization dimensions. In other words, they would like to achieve economies of scale where appropriate,
but do not want to lose the ability to respond to product/customer and geographic needs more e�ectively.

A matrix organization simultaneously utilizes two or more dimensions (product, geographic, function,
etc.) to organize the company's work. In this case, two or more dimensions may have direct links to the
head of the organization (see here4) and key individuals throughout the organization may actually report to
more than one dimension. As can be seen in here5, the orange juice product manager reports to the head
of the organization, as does the head of the �nance function. In this example, the �nance o�cer in the
orange juice product group reports to two individuals: the head of �nance and the head of the orange juice
group. At the same time, a geographic dimension may require that the function and product heads interact
as coequals with any number of country managers or regional heads as well.

Advantages: The matrix allows functional e�ciencies to be achieved while also allowing for the manage-
ment of discrete product lines. Product managers remain focused on speci�c customer and product issues,
yet can tap into the specialized support systems o�ered by strong functions. Where a geographic dimen-
sion is included in the structure, country managers or other local personnel can devote their attention to
the development of location speci�c strategies. Communication and information sharing may be facilitated
through the multiple dimensions.

Disadvantages: The matrix is complex and often involves additional coordination costs. Confusion and
ambiguity may result from multiple reporting relationships as a single individual may receive con�icting
direction from their various supervisors.

4"International business for the entrepreneur: Introduction", Exhibit 1
<http://cnx.org/content/m35588/latest/#id4387077>

5"International business for the entrepreneur: Introduction", Exhibit 1
<http://cnx.org/content/m35588/latest/#id4387077>
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Exhibit

Toothpaste Soap Orange Juice Batteries

North America

South America

Europe

Asia

Table 3.1: Matrix Structure

3.2.1.6 Beyond the matrix:

Each of the above organizational choices clearly o�ers advantages and disadvantages.
While some type of hierarchy exists at the heart of most organization designs, many organizations are

�nding that the typical pyramid shaped organization no longer meets their needs. They are looking for
options that allow greater �exibility and responsiveness. Such organizations may legitimize informal rela-
tionships between various organizational parts and levels. They may rely more on teams as coordinating
mechanisms and they may actively encourage collaboration and sharing across business units. Successful
global organizations in the 21st century will balance hierarchical control (which remains critical in most
organizations) on one hand, with less rigidity, more �exibility and emphasis on individual empowerment on
the other.

3.2.1.7 Sta�ng choices in a globally far-�ung company

Sta�ng choices in a far-�ung global company are more complex as well. Issues of cost, cultural savvy,
familiarity with local conditions, language skill, family issues, and more must all be considered carefully as
sta�ng decisions are made. In addition to many of the standard human resources challenges that inevitably
arise, determining where employees will be sourced from represents one of the most important decisions
facing companies as they set up operations abroad. In general, employees may come from any of the
following sources: the headquarters (home) country, the host (local) country, or a third country (neither
home, nor host). These choices are outlined brie�y below.

Ethnocentric sta�ng involves sta�ng overseas positions with home country personnel. These �expa-
triates� are usually assigned to fairly senior or technical positions in the overseas organization. An example
of this sta�ng choice would be when a Japanese company sets up an o�ce in the United States and sends
a Japanese executive from their headquarters in Tokyo to sta� the new o�ce in Chicago.

Advantages: Home country sta�, when sent overseas, are familiar with the home country operations
and culture. Because of this, they may be able to better communicate with headquarters, access needed
resources, and tap into a home-country network. In addition, the home country may know these people well
from past collaboration that can lead to high levels of trust and con�dence between the parties. Familiarity
with the company often means that these individuals bring special company-speci�c expertise along with
them, as well as technical skills and knowledge related to the company's product o�ering. They may also
bring general technical, or managerial skills that may be in short supply in the host country. Ethnocentric
sta�ng o�ers the additional bene�t of building a global mindset among the home country workforce. Those
individuals who are sent overseas as expatriates will often return home with a more globalized perspective.

Disadvantages: Home country employees are expensive. Many companies estimate that sending an
expatriate overseas costs about 2-5 times their annual salary. This means that sending an executive and
their family overseas can cost hundreds of thousands of dollars or more per year. The home country employee
is usually less familiar with the local culture and employment conditions, and the employee and the family
may �nd it hard to adapt to the new local living and working conditions. In fact, according to widely
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cited research, failure of the spouse and of the family to adapt to local cultural di�erences are two of the
most frequent reasons that an employee assigned to an overseas post will fail to complete their assignment.
Ethnocentric sta�ng practices are also sometimes criticized for preventing talented local employees from
�lling the positions held by expatriates.

Polycentric sta�ng involves hiring local personnel to �ll needed overseas positions. For example, under
this model, a South African company setting up an o�ce in Brazil would hire a Brazilian to �ll an open
position.

Advantages: A polycentric sta�ng strategy is much less expensive than the ethnocentric model. Reloca-
tion costs are usually much lower and a standard compensation package consistent with the local market is
usually su�cient. Local employees are usually more familiar with the local culture and language and may
have access to networks and relationships with local stakeholders.

Disadvantages: Talent is often short in host countries. Lack of familiarity with the home country con-
ditions, culture and language may become a barrier to e�ective communication with the headquarters sta�.
Lack of familiarity with headquarters operations may make it di�cult for the local sta� to access needed
resources and assistance.

Geocentric sta�ng involves sta�ng a location without regard for the employees' place of origin. Com-
panies simply scan their global workforce for the best quali�ed candidate to �ll a position. In this model, a
Chinese company might �ll a position in their Mexico o�ce with an employee from the United Kingdom.

Advantages: The geocentric model o�ers the most employment �exibility and choice to the company.
The company can search the entire global workforce to �nd the most quali�ed candidate for a certain
position. Opportunities for cross-cultural development are extended to company employees no matter which
country they come from. The additional global interaction taking place can foster teamwork across countries
and a better cross-border understanding of company operations. A cadre of globally savvy employees with
experience in multiple company locations can be a powerful asset as the company continues to seek additional
overseas opportunities.

Disadvantages: Geocentric sta�ng can be as expensive as ethnocentric sta�ng practices. Employees
and families often have to be relocated across country boundaries and long distances. Geocentrically placed
employees may be unfamiliar with local practices.

Regiocentric sta�ng involves sta�ng within a global region. In this case, a Korean company might
�ll a position in Italy with a Spanish employee.

Advantages: Moves are often made over shorter distances as employees are relocated. Cultural and
linguistic di�erences may be less pronounced. Employees gain the bene�ts of cross-cultural experience as
they work outside their home country.

Disadvantages: Costs of relocation often remain fairly high. While cross-cultural perspective is built,
a truly global perspective may still be lacking. It is also important to note that cultural and language
di�erences will often be signi�cant factors even within region.

All of the above models have strengths and weaknesses which must be seriously considered. In most
companies with multiple employees in overseas locations a mixed strategy will often make the most sense
both in terms of e�ciency and e�ectiveness. A few select positions may best be �lled with either home
country or third country nationals while the vast majority of employment positions are usually �lled by local
employees. Because cross-cultural di�erence will be encountered in almost any overseas sta�ng con�guration,
signi�cant investment in cross-cultural skills training will be extremely valuable.

3.2.1.8 Trends and challenges in a global HR environment

HR leaders in the 21st century will be challenged to address a number of issues to ensure availability of skilled
sta�, regardless of which sta�ng option the MNC pursues. As the global environment continues to develop,
MNCs are challenged to address the shortage in global skills and cross-cultural communication barriers.
The successful MNC will be able to adapt to the changing environment by globalizing their HR systems
and function, and globalizing the workforce mindset. These e�orts must also be aligned with business and
organizational objectives and will require HR professionals to adopt a new way of thinking to identify and
implement new ways of getting work done.
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HR systems in the MNC must be aligned with global business imperatives both in terms of pay and
performance systems. As the number of overseas transfers increases, MNCs must look to develop general
policies and compensation packages rather than negotiating these on a case-by-case basis in order to obtain
e�ciency and consistency of process. Systems must also be in place for succession planning on a local level
as well as a global level. Currently many MNCs are not operating an e�ective expatriate pipeline, either
not sending the most e�ective individuals to host countries or failing the repatriate them e�ectively. The
trend towards increasing reliance on integrated systems should contribute to better access across borders
and regions to better serve expatriate relocation and business decisions.

Another opportunity for MNCs in regards to creating a global workforce will be to standardize and
revisit current expatriate compensation packages to include soft bene�ts. Until now, individuals have often
not been willing to take positions abroad because the incentives are solely �nancial. Historically, systems
have not been in place to repatriate smoothly the individual and family following completion of their overseas
assignment. Many employees �nd themselves out of their home HR system, and therefore are not made aware
of possibly enticing job opportunities at home. This can be improved greatly simply by creating alignment
and communication between the home and international HR department.

3.3 Selecting and managing your team - Competitive advantage
through human resource management6

An introduction, by Cynthia V Fukami
A great deal of recent research has underscored the strategic advantage to be gained from managing

employees as if they are assets rather than commodities. Consider the commodities a business employs�pads
of paper, ballpoint pens�things that you purchase, use up, and then discard. Investing in a commodity
is never considered�re�lling a ballpoint pen, for a simple example�because it simply is not worth the
expenditure of time and resources. A return on that investment is not expected. On the other hand,
consider the assets employed in business�the physical plant, the equipment, and the money�things that
are maintained and developed. When the paint peels on the o�ce walls, one does not throw away the
building and build a new one; a new coat of paint is su�cient. Making investments in a business's assets
makes a great deal of sense, because these investments will bring a return. A growing number of companies,
recognizing that their employees are among their most valuable assets, are backing up that recognition with
solid investment.

In an important recent book, Professor Je�rey Pfe�er of Stanford University identi�ed seven management
practices that have been associated with producing sustained competitive advantage for the companies
that have adopted them. These practices are: employment security, selective hiring, self-managed teams
with decentralized authority, high pay contingent on organizational performance, training, reduced status
di�erences, and sharing information. Put together, these practices form the foundation of what is called a
�high-commitment� or a �high-performance� management system.

The evidence on the results of implementing a high-commitment management system is striking and
strong. Research has been conducted in many industries, from banking to automotive to semiconductors
to service. Some research has focused on one industry while others have looked across industries. Some
research has included companies from the United States and others have studied companies abroad. Overall,
the conclusions of these studies are remarkably similar. High-commitment management systems produce
higher organizational performance. Pfe�er summarizes the results into three categories. First, people work
harder because they have more control over their work from the high-commitment management practices.
Second, people work smarter because they have stronger skills and greater competence from the investments
of high-commitment management practices. Third, companies save administrative overhead and the costs
by reducing the alienation of their workforce and the adversarial relationship with management.

In a study of �rms representing all major industries, Mark Huselid found that a one standard-deviation
increased the use of high-commitment practices was associated with a 7.05 per cent decrease in employee

6This content is available online at <http://cnx.org/content/m35386/1.4/>.
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turnover, a USD 27,044 per-employee increase in sales, USD 18,641 more in market value per employee, and
USD 3,814 more in pro�ts per employee. When he repeated the study several years later, he found that
a similar increase in the use of high-commitment management practices was associated with a USD 41,000
increase in shareholder value per employee.

Another noteworthy study examined the management practices of initial public o�erings or IPOs to see
if there was a relationship between high-commitment management practices and the �ve-year survival rate
of IPOs. This study concluded that the treatment of employees as assets and the use of stock options, pro�t
sharing and gain sharing programs for all employees (versus limiting the programs to key executives) were
signi�cantly related to the survival of the IPO to the �ve-year milestone.

These studies, and many others like them, have put conventional wisdom on its ear. Typically, we have
assumed that success was related to factors such as size, or being global, or leading your market, or being
in particular industries such as high tech, or pursuing a brilliant strategy. Yet, research shows there is
virtually no connection between industry and success. As Wal-Mart and Southwest Airlines have shown us,
an individual business can be very successful in a terrible industry. Similarly, there is little or no connection
between success over time and company size or market dominance. Instead, competitive advantage comes
from the way business is conducted, and employees are the keys to this. The most successful companies
manage their workforce e�ectively as assets not commodities.

So why are more companies not adopting high-commitment management practices? Why are their execu-
tives proclaiming employees to be their most valuable assets, while continuing to treat them as commodities?
Perhaps it is a continual cultural emphasis on short run performance and stock prices�an emphasis that
makes it seem more pro�table to lay o� employees or to cut training when times are tough. Perhaps it is
a preoccupation with systems that control rather than delegate. Perhaps it is our overwhelming tendency
to teach future managers technical tools at the expense of people-management tools. Whatever the reasons,
the challenge remains. If a business is able to meet that challenge, the odds are that competitive advantages
will follow.

3.4 Selecting and managing your team - Performance appraisal7

By Adam Ruberg

3.4.1 Purpose of appraisals

Historically, performance appraisals have been used by companies for a variety of di�erent purposes, including
salary recommendations, promotion and layo� decisions, and training recommendations (Kulik, 2004). In
general, �performance elements tell employees what they have to do and standards tell them how well they
have to do it� (United States Department of the Interior, 2004). This broad de�nition, however, can allow for
appraisals to be ine�ective, even detrimental, to employee performance. Second only to �ring an employee,
managers cite performance appraisal as the task they dislike the most, and employees generally have a similar
disposition (Heath�eld, Performance Appraisals Don't Work). One key item that is often forgotten during
the appraisal process (by managers and employees alike) is that the appraisal is for improvement, not blame
or harsh criticism (Bacal, 1999).

3.4.2 Creating an appropriate appraisal process

One signi�cant problem in creating an appraisal process is that no single performance appraisal method
will be perfect for every organization (Kulik, 2004). Establishing an appropriate process involves signi�cant
planning and analysis in order to provide quality feedback to the employee. The most crucial task in the
process is determining proper job dimensions that can be used to gauge the employee against accepted stan-
dards that a�ect the performance of the team, business unit, or company (Fukami, Performance Appraisal,
2007). Peter Drucker developed a method termed `Management by Objectives' or MBO, in order to address

7This content is available online at <http://cnx.org/content/m35408/1.4/>.
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the creation of such job dimensions. Drucker suggests that the objectives of any employee can be validated
if they pass the following six tests (Management by Objectives�SMART, 2007):

• Speci�c
• Measurable
• Achievable
• Realistic
• Time-related

If an objective meets these criteria, it is considered a valid dimension on which to gauge performance. The
standards on which the objective is compared with should also be validated using the SMART method.

3.4.3 Appraisal methods

Numerous methods exist for gauging an employee's performance, and each provides strengths and weaknesses
for given environments. The following outlines some of the more commonly used methods, as well as some
recently developed ones that can be useful for various feedback situations:

Graphic rating scales: This method involves assigning some form of rating system to pertinent traits.
Ratings can be numerical ranges (1-5), descriptive categories (below average, average, above average), or
scales between desirable and undesirable traits (poor ↔ excellent). This method can be simple to setup and
easy to follow, but is often criticized for being too subjective, leaving the evaluator to de�ne broad traits
such �Leadership ability� or �Conformance with standards� (Kulik, 2004).

Behavioral methods: A broad category encompassing several methods with similar attributes. These
methods identify to what extent an employee displays certain behaviors, such as asking a customer to
identify the usefulness of a sales representative's recommendation. While extremely useful for jobs where
behavior is critical to success, identifying behaviors and standards for employees can often be very time
consuming for an organization (Kulik, 2004).

2+2: A relative newcomer in performance appraisal methodology, the 2+2 feedback system demonstrates
how appraisals can be used primarily for improvement purposes. By o�ering employees two compliments
and two suggestions for improvement focused around high-priority areas, creators Douglas and Dwight Allen
suggest that organizations can become �more pleasant, more dynamic, and more productive� (Formula 2+2,
2004). If the goal of the performance appraisal is employee improvement, this system can provide signi�cant
bene�ts; however, if the goals are more akin to compensation changes and rankings, the system provides
little bene�t.

Appraisal methodologies depend greatly on the type of work being done; an assembly worker will require
a considerably di�erent appraisal system than a business consultant. Signi�cant planning will be required
to develop appropriate methods for each business unit in an organization in order to obtain maximum
performance towards the appraisal goals.

3.4.4 Performing the appraisal

Performing an appraisal on employees can be nerve racking for both parties if the situation is not handled
correctly, and is thus seen as one of the most di�cult tasks managers face. There are many acts a manager
can perform to make the process easier on both parties, and hopefully, mutually bene�cial.

Many assume that performance appraisals are meant to identify weaknesses to be worked on, and exposing
these weaknesses can be painful for employees. Martha Craumer suggests that organizations should be
leveraging the strengths of each employee rather than focusing on their weaknesses. By �encouraging and
developing what people do well naturally. . .the organization could become more e�cient by allowing their
people to do what they do best� (Craumer, 2001).

The frequency of appraisal can be a notable factor in ongoing development. Yearly performance reviews
are becoming increasingly rare as companies begin to see the bene�ts of frequent appraisal. Susan Heath�eld
suggests that quarterly performance development meetings can allow for clear direction towards performance
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goals (Heath�eld, Performance Management is NOT an Annual Appraisal). Constant tuning of performance
can be much more e�ective than annual overhauls.

Any individual administering performance appraisals must realize the two-way conversation that is oc-
curring. Inviting feedback and listening to reactions and concerns from the employee during the appraisal
process becomes very important to establishing trust with the employee (United States Department of the
Interior, 2004). If the appraiser provides any negative feedback or improvement points, suggestions should
be made to help resolve the problem to develop the person's performance. With the suggestions made,
follow-up should occur to assist with any problems with the development and to track progress, rather than
waiting until the next performance review (Fukami, Performance Appraisal, 2007).

Often being seen as a strictly hierarchical feedback tool, performance appraisals can be less �scary�
if employees have the opportunity to appraise their managers as well as their peers. With this 360-degree
feedback process, employees and managers will see multiple vantages of their performance and can participate
on an even playing �eld, ultimately providing a greater ability to work together to achieve corporate goals
(Kulik, 2004).

Performance appraisals should not be looked upon as a necessary evil, but rather a process that has the
ability to develop and improve the people within the company. By taking the time to create appropriate
performance measures, and administering them accordingly, the resulting system can provide long-term gain
for the company.

For further investigation:
For a discussion of why many people think of feedback as criticism visit:
http://www.selfhelpmagazine.com/articles/growth/feedback.html8

For a discussion of di�ering views on feedback and speci�c examples on how to give feedback visit:
http://home.att.net/∼nickols/feedback.htm9

3.4.5 Giving and receiving feedback

By Kristin Hamilton and Ti�ani Willis
In a broad sense, feedback is simply verbal or nonverbal communication between two or more parties. So,

why are so many of us afraid of the word feedback? People often think of feedback as being synonymous with
criticism because feedback is given, in most circumstances, when expectations have not been met (Rich).
As humans, we all have the desire to �t in with our society's social norms and please those within our
community by meeting expectations. As shown in Exhibit 3.7, we are constantly surrounded by feedback as
we see the consequences of our actions and how our actions a�ect the impressions of those around us (Jossey
and Bass, 1995). Feedback is an essential part of our personal life and our work environment, making, giving
and receiving feedback successfully critical.

8http://www.selfhelpmagazine.com/articles/growth/feedback.html
9http://home.att.net/∼nickols/feedback.htm
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Exhibit 3.7: Feedback

3.4.6 Giving feedback

Many are not aware that giving successful feedback is a�ected by more than just the words used to commu-
nicate. Words used to tell ideas are only �7 per cent of your communication, your tone of voice comes out to
38 per cent and your gestures are equivalent to 55 per cent of your total communication� (Hathaway). As
a result, the e�ectiveness of communication is related to how well one mirrors the culture and behaviors of
the person to which one is talking. Matching a person's voice tone, tempo, body posture, movements, and
gestures creates a feedback environment where the ideas being communicated are easily understood.

In addition to mirroring the person you are communicating with, there are nine easy steps that can be
followed when giving feedback. First, be clear about what you have to say. Second, emphasize the person's
ability to change in a positive way. Third, avoid general comments and clarify pronouns such as �it� and
�that� so the person understands exactly what you are attempting to communicate. Fourth, make sure to
pick the right time. Fifth, focus on the behavior that can be changed rather than the person or your opinions
(Meister). Sixth, be descriptive rather than evaluative. Seventh, own the feedback by using �I statements�
that clarify your feelings related to the person you are giving feedback to. Eighth, avoid generalization
words such as �all�, �never�, �always� etc.; rather, use more speci�c examples of the behavior you are trying
to change or encourage in the future. Ninth, to ensure mutual understanding after giving feedback, ask the
person you are communicating with to restate their understanding of the issue being discussed (McGill &
Beatty, 1994).

When thinking about feedback in an organization, it is likely a person will think of performance reviews.
One common problem that managers overlook when reviewing performance is remembering that feedback
is not all about forms. Traditional performance reviews have checklists, ratings or reports that are used as
tools to analyze feedback in the organization. While these forms are useful in documenting and appraising a
person's performance, feedback should not be dictated by the type of form an organization uses. Performance
appraisals are often given at benchmarked times throughout the year. As a result, feedback is often delayed.
Increased amounts of time that pass between the time the behavior took place and the time the recipient
receives the feedback greatly a�ects the recipients ability to accept the feedback as useful information.

In one's personal life and in the work environment, it is important to understand that feedback is
something that can be asked for. As such, the giver and receiver of feedback are equally accountable for
communicating the need and desire to give and receive feedback. Finally, it is important to ask for comment
on the way one gives feedback because most humans are great at self-delusion. It is much easier to think
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that our suggestions are useful to another person than to actually understand how our feedback is being
interpreted by another. In the end, feedback is a continuous process which ensures goals and expectations
are being met through communication between two parties.

3.4.7 Receiving feedback

While giving feedback is extremely important, receiving feedback and changing one's characteristics to re�ect
that feedback is just as important. Often, employees become defensive when they are receiving feedback
on their performance. Ken Blanchard, co-author of The One Minute Manager states, �[t]he reason a lot of
people get defensive with feedback is they don't distinguish feedback from reaction. While they are listening
to the feedback, they have a reaction to the demand for action that your feedback implies� (Blanchard,
1996). For example, when a boss is telling an employee the aspects of the job the employee needs to work
on, he may only focus on the negative points and not the positive.

Receiving feedback should not only be looked at from a downward point of view, such as a boss giving
his employees critiques; but it should also be studied in an upward way. According to Richard Reilly, James
Smither, and Nicholas Vasilopoulos, authors of A Longitudinal Study of Upward Feedback, �upward feedback
(that is, subordinates rating the performance of their immediate supervisor) is growing in importance as a
tool for the individual and organizational development� (1996). Upward feedback allows management to see
the e�ects they have on their employees. It is then up to the managers to act on that feedback. Atwater,
Roush and Fischthal found that �follower ratings of student leaders improved after feedback was given to
leaders and that leaders receiving 'negative' feedback (de�ned as self-ratings that were considerably higher
than follower ratings) improved the most� (The In�uence of Upward Feedback on Self and Follower Ratings
of Leadership, 1995). This shows that there is a bigger reaction when the upward feedback is negative instead
of positive.

In order to e�ectively receive feedback, a person has to be ready to understand that they may hear
critiques that they do not want to hear. Jan B. King, the former President and CEO of Merritt Publishing
states that an individual is ready to receive feedback when he:

• wants to know him as others see him and he is clear that this is their perception, net necessarily what
is true about you inside.

• trusts his co-workers to care enough about his development to risk hearing their opinion.
• has a place outside work where you can talk it through.
• Has opportunities for additional feedback so he gets validation of the changes he has made (Receiving

Feedback Gracefully is a Critical Career Skill).

If an individual is not ready to constructively receive feedback, then the feedback he does receive will not
be e�ective. King continues to state that individuals must remember this about feedback, �it is one opinion
coming from another individual's unique perspective� (Receiving Feedback Gracefully is a Critical Career
Skill). Just because one person views another individual in a particular way does not mean that the rest
of world views that person in the same way, but it is a good way for an individual to �nd out what others
think of him/her that is not known.

There are several tips that an individual can use when receiving feedback. These tips include:

• Try to show your appreciation to the person providing the feedback. They will feel encouraged and
believe it or not, you do want to encourage feedback.

• Even your manager or supervisor �nds providing feedback scary. They never know how the person
receiving feedback is going to react.

• If you �nd yourself becoming defensive or hostile, practice stress management techniques such as taking
a deep breath and letting it out slowly.

• Focusing on understanding the feedback by questioning and restating usually defuses any feelings you
have of hostility or anger.
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• If you really disagree, are angry or upset, and want to dissuade the other person of their opinion, wait
until your emotions are under control to reopen the discussion (Heath�eld, How to Receive Feedback
with Grace and Dignity).

These tips are helpful in becoming a better receiver for feedback, but they will only work as long as they are
practiced on a regular basis.

With the above facts and �gures workers can see that giving and receiving feedback does not have to be
scary. As long as people give and receive feedback in a constructive way and practice their feedback skills it
will eventually become second nature to the employees. It will also show that feedback provides bene�ts for
both the individuals that work for the company, and the company itself.

For further investigation:
For information on Ken Blanchard, his Book One Minute Manager, and various facts on feedback visit:
http://www.answers.com/topic/ken-blanchard10

For more information on the �ndings of �A longitudinal study of upward feedback� visit:
http://www.blackwell-synergy.com/ doi/ abs/10.1111/j.1744-6570.1996.tb01586.x11

Link your knowledge:
Click on this link to �nd an exercise to practice e�ective ways to receive feedback:
http://humanresources.about.com/cs/communication/ht/receivefeedback.htm12

3.5 Selecting and managing your team - Aligning employee career
development with organizational growth13

By Rahul Choudaha

Work is such a cozy place that it's sometimes di�cult for Google employees to leave the o�ce. . .

(Lashinsky, 2007).
We all can predict at least one thing about the future of businesses�competition will increase. However,

the direction of competition will not only be for customers, but also for talent. Satis�ed talent will attract
more customers and in turn will keep them satis�ed. Losing talent in an era of talent scarcity is the last thing
an organization wants. Especially for small and medium enterprises, criticality and dependability on the
talent is much higher. Schweyer makes a case for improving the retention strategies within the organization
because winning the internal war for talent is as critical as losing a top performer and leads to general
employee dissatisfaction. �Successful talent management inside an organization sets in motion a virtuous
cycle. Through word of mouth it becomes known as a great place to work. This reduces the external war
for talent to mere skirmishes in which talent will almost always choose the top employer� (An Internal War
for Talent, 2006).

Recruiting and selecting the right talent is the �rst stage, and identifying talent which �ts into com-
pany's needs and values is critical. Subsequently, the challenge for the organization is to keep the talent
and consistently motivate them to over deliver. Baruch examines transforming models of career manage-
ment, arguing that there is a general shift in career trajectories from linear to multidirectional trajectories
(Transforming Careers from Linear to Multidirectional Career Paths, 2004). In this new model, workers'
experience of career development and progression does not follow a traditional linear model of moving up or-
ganizational hierarchies. The multidirectional career model suggests that as the individual career trajectories
gain multiple direction and possibilities, workers are exposed to greater diversity of relationships, involving
cross-functional, inter- and intra-organizational and multi-level encounters which transform the landscape of
relationships involved in career experiences.

10http://www.answers.com/topic/ken-blanchard
11http://www.blackwell-synergy.com/ doi/ abs/10.1111/j.1744-6570.1996.tb01586.x
12http://humanresources.about.com/cs/communication/ht/receivefeedback.htm
13This content is available online at <http://cnx.org/content/m35399/1.4/>.
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3.1: Best of East and West
Google was ranked number 1 in the Fortune 100 Best Companies to Work For. Google receives
almost 1,300 resumes every day. The biggest challenge for Google is not how to attract the best
talent but how to retain them and keep them excited. Google provides innumerable perks at the
o�ce like free meals, free professional advice on health and �nance, childcare, shuttle services, gym
etc. Google provides two key opportunities for career development. First, engineers are required
to devote 20 per cent of their time to pursuing projects of their interests which are in alignment
with organizational goals. Second, Google is exploring a sabbatical program and mobility within
the company for the developing and retaining talent.

TCS was ranked the number 1 technology company in the DQ-IDC India Survey: Best Em-
ployers. This is not an easy achievement considering size of TCS and its philosophy of being one of
the moderate pay masters. TCS has over 70,000 employees, and earned global revenue of USD 4.3
billion (2006-07). The key to success is the learning culture that the organization promotes. The
organization has adopted a two-prong strategy for developing talent. First, continuous learning
through technology: TCS has launched iCALMS, an integrated competency and learning manage-
ment system. Second, providing global assignments to employees and hence enabling a route for
professional and �nancial growth (Dataquest, 2006).

The career development programs should provide excitement and satisfaction at various stages of employee
development. Marshall highlighted that leadership development programs for small organizations should
identify the talent early on and provide multiple opportunities of learning by job rotation (Leadership
Development for Small Organizations, 2002). These development programs should also leverage the internal
talent, who are already experts in their �elds for creating inspiration and developing the next chain of leaders.
Komisar shared his experiences and mentioned that a passion-driven career has major virtues and ample
learning opportunities. This is good for the organization as they know that employee is enjoying the work,
and �nally it provides �uidity and �exibility in the ever-changing landscape of the new economy (Goodbye
Career, Hello Success, 2000).

The changing nature of careers and organizations has increased the signi�cance of mentoring. It bene�ts
and strengthens employer-employee relationship. Mentoring can be accomplished by immediate superiors,
peers within one's own organization, individuals outside of one's organization, subordinates, and any number
of other individuals (Baugh & Sullivan, 2005). Michaels, Hand�eld-Jones, and Axelrod in their book The
War for Talent mentions that talent development is critical for organizations and many think development
means training, but training is only a small part of the solution (2001). They suggest that development
primarily happens through a sequence of stretch jobs, coaching, and mentoring. However, organizations
are not leveraging the development opportunities. Companies need to adopt and accelerate development by
improving the frequency and candor of feedback and institutionalizing mentoring. Every leader at all levels
can and should be responsible for people development.

Hymowitz says that managers are not spending adequate time in understanding their team members
and providing them with opportunities to learn and grow on the job (When Managers Neglect to Coach
Their Talent, 2007). This is leading to employees feeling alienated, underutilized and ignored, and may be
searching for new jobs elsewhere. Managers who focus on talent assign their employees to jobs that play to
their strengths, make sure they have the resources they need to perform well, respect their opinions and push
them to advance (Hymowitz, 2007). The people manager should develop relationships and an environment
that is conducive to development. Five skill areas that successful developers of people have mastered are:

• encouraging an open climate for dialogue with employees
• providing employees with on-going feedback regarding performance
• helping employees understand the strategies of the organization
• helping employees identify multiple and realistic options for their career growth and development within

the enterprise
• helping employees compile meaningful, business-driven personal development plans (Kaye & Vultaggio,

2004)
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�. . .[I]n the new career model, employees make major shifts within the same company, or exit and reenter
the company at di�erent career stages� (Kulik, 2004). Organizations need to realize that talent is precious
and dynamic. Organizations need to create action strategies and provide a favorable environment to help
talent grow in line with the organizational goals.
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Solutions to Exercises in Chapter 3

Solution to Exercise 3.1.1 (p. 158)
Result: The exercise demonstrates how easily misunderstandings develop, even among speakers of the same
language, when not enough detail is provided, when clari�cation questions are not encouraged, and when
non-verbal signs of hesitation or frustration are overlooked.
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