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Intercultural implications to conflict management

Conflicts are a delicate issue between people from the same culture, but even more so when different modes of communication are present. Attempts at smoothing out misunderstandings, generate consensus or unravel negative feelings can go horribly wrong when placed out of context. For example, offering a well-meant gift of flowers might be misunderstood if that particular flower is commonly associated with death or funerals in the target culture (such as calla lilies and carnations in many cultures). Neutral gestures may pass as offensive – chewing gum, keeping or avoiding eye contact, keeping the hands in one’s pockets, accepting business cards with the left hand, crossing one’s legs, and so on. 

The only truly functional way of managing conflicts, misunderstandings and negotiations in a multicultural context is being well aware of the present cultures. Conflict is essentially an issue of difference – of interests, of viewpoints, of personalities, of cultures. This difference is revealed in communication – an aspect of our being that is entirely dictated by culture. Thus, only knowing our interlocutor’s culture enables us to know how to communicate across cultures and how to minimise conflicts while doing it. Donald W. Hendon, Rebecca A. Hendon and Paul Herbig describe the impact of an intercultural context to negotiations with the following table. Everything that we might think negotiation is, has certain implications related to it that should not be underestimated.
	Negotiation is…
	Intercultural implications

	· a situation
	· the appreciation of cultural differences is essential in cross-cultural situations

	· mutual understanding
	· a conscious endeavour to manage cultural differences is required

	· communication
	· both parties must be in a position to communicate clearly and overcome cultural barriers to effective communication

	· need satisfaction
	· one must ascertain expectations and then work for their achievements

	· compromise or settlement
	· one must narrow down differences and emphasize commonalities of interest

	· a deal
	· both written and unwritten aspects of negotiation are important

	· a bargaining process
	· one must be prepared to give and take

	· anticipation
	· you must familiarize yourself with management styles and assumptions of others to anticipate their moves

	· persuasion
	· you must establish your credibility and be soft while not losing your grip on the problem

	· achieving consensus
	· you must reduce difference to reach an agreement

	· practicing empathy
	· you must appreciate problems and limitations of you “opponents”

	· searching for alternatives
	· you should be systematic and simple (don’t try to impress others with complex models)

	· conflict management
	· it is possible to manage conflicting interests

	· winning
	· it can create problems and generate bad feelings

	· a means of getting what you want from others
	· it also means giving what others expect of you

	· gaining the favour of people from whom you want nothing
	· it is easier to gain favours while acting in a genuine and rational manner

	· managing power and information
	· you should know in advance the limitations of your power; gain information while managing the process of negotiation

	· time and opportunity management
	· timely actions based on opportunity analysis provide the needed edge in highly competitive situations

	· selling
	· you should create the need first

	· the least troublesome method of settling disputes
	· the use of intercultural negotiating styles, modes, and skills is important


Intercultural implications to negotiation. From: Hendon, Hendon & Herbig "Cross-cultural business negotiations" 1996

Obviously the well-tried negotiation rules that apply in culturally domestic situations are not to be overlooked while dealing with other cultures – knowing the other party, being well prepared on the technical issues of negotiation, assigning adequate time for the negotiations and knowing when the deal is no longer beneficial are all central to both domestic and intercultural business negotiations. However, it is always important to have additional go-betweens who know well both cultures and are able to warn you on behaviours that may be misunderstood. In addition it is fundamental to know the implications of negotiation as such in that particular culture. Is compromise accepted or is it considered as a sign of weakness? Do concessions indicate a need for return concessions or could they be understood as possibilities to take advantage of us? Which is more important, spoken agreements or written contracts? Do contracts hold once signed, or could the conditions be renegotiated at a later time?
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The table reported below is adapted from Hendon, Hendon and Herbig’s work on cross-cultural business negotiations. Their advice centres consistently on the following points: recognising differences between cultures; remaining culturally neutral and avoiding judgement; being sensitive to the other culture. This is the basis of all intercultural communication, especially one that is to come to a satisfying solution and avoid conflicts as much as possible. 

Do's and don'ts of cross-cultural business negotiation


 (Hendon, Hendon & Herbig 1996)�
�
DO�
�
DON’T�
�
know your substance and be well prepared


specify clear objectives and know your bottom line


develop personal relationships but be careful not to be manipulated


seek opportunities for informal get togethers since it is there that most of the initial contacts will be made


meticulously follow protocol […]


understand national sensitivities and do not violate them


assess the flexibility of your opponent and his obstacles


understand the decision-making process and build up your position by taking advantage of each step


pin down details


understand the negotiating style of the country


be patient […].�
�
try to look at everything from your own definition of what determines a rational and scientific viewpoint


press a point if others are not prepared to accept it


look at things from your own narrow self-interest


ask for concessions or compromises that are politically or culturally sensitive


stick to your agenda if the other party has different priorities


[…] skip authority levels in a way that hurts sensibilities of the middle-level officials; the top man has the power to commit the organization, but for implementation you require the support of people at intermediate levels


ask for a decision that you know the other side can not make or is not ready to make


differ with members of your own team in public


stake out extreme positions: be consistent in your approach


negotiate with yourself.�
�
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