

M3X9089 International Business Communication
British doing business in Colombia: a discussion of culture challenges and sensitives


Communication can be described as a process of interaction, and it is under the influence of a wide range of factors (Myers and Sadaghiani, 2010). Among those in the international marketplace, a prominent one that leads to communication failures are cultural differences (Langbein and Jorstad, 2004; Holmes, Schnurr and Marra, 2007; Ladegaard and Jenks, 2015). Denoted by Ting-Toomey & Dorjee (2018), intercultural communication is a process of symbolic exchange where individuals of different cultural backgrounds negotiate shared meanings through verbal & non-verbal communication and space relationships in an interactive situation that enables contacts and communication. Samovar et al. (2014) highlighted that intercultural communication is developed based on gathering information and developing reflection about own and other cultures, appreciating similarities and differences using cultural resources. Along with the rapid economic globalization in the international marketplace, businesses are no longer satisfied solely serving a specific domestic community but proactively seeking internationalization through entering other overseas market with uncultivated potentialities (Forey and Lockwood, 2010). Therefore, intercultural communication is now of greater significance and importance for businesses than it ever was. Especially with increasing political stability and strategic priority in legality, entrepreneurship, cross-cutting themes of infrastructure and innovation, Colombia’s economy has grown uninterrupted since 2000, making it an attractive destination for international businesses (World Bank, 2021).  
Yet, the effective intercultural communication needed for business success in another cultural setting is empirically proved to be hard to achieve. The understanding and appreciation of cultural differences and sensitivities are required to facilitate smooth intercultural communication (Forey and Lockwood, 2010). The present essay, therefore, will discuss and evaluate the challenges and sensitivities from a British perspective of doing business in Colombia. 
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Figure 1. Cultural differences based on Hofstede’s six cultural dimensions (with blue to be Colombia; with purple to be the United Kingdom)
Source: (Hofstede Insights, 2021)
The very step to eliminate the communication difficulties in an intercultural setting is to understand how Colombian culture differs from the British culture in the business context. The power distance testifies to the existence of authority and inequality in the workplace. Colombian culture indicates it has come to terms with the unleveled distribution of power compared to the British culture, indicating the British culture is featured with a more widely dispersed power ambience. A typical difference here is that Colombian employees tend to follow the instructions of the senior leadership and defer to seniors with more power concerning decision-makings (Roman-Calderon et al., 2019). While British people tend to be more active in this term, they prefer collectively negotiation and communication with senior leadership to decide what should be done. The voices from employees are encouraged and valued by managers (Walsh, 2007). Individualism pertains to societies such as Britain, in which the interpersonal ties between employees are loose and less cohesively. British employees are perceived as independent workers, as they tend to separate their work from their personal life and would not use their own spare time to commit any corporate-related tasks (Den Dulk et al., 2013). Colombian employees, on the opposite, are more team-focused, as they keep close bonds to the group they participate in, and collective harmony and interests prevail over the personal benefits (Martínez-Buelvas, Jaramillo-Naranjo and De La Hoz-Dominguez, 2021). The masculinity dimension measures the status of males and females across distinct cultures. Britain and Colombia share many similarities in this dimension with almost the same scores, and they are both slightly masculine societies. Therefore, for both British and Colombian workplace, males are expected to exert more power and take on the leading roles, and their presence in the senior management teams are more common (Glick, Berdahl and Alonso, 2018). Also, the spirit of competitiveness against each other and finding their own places within the company are encouraged (Ely and Kimmel, 2018). The workplaces tend to be deferential and excessively patriarchal in both Colombian and British workplaces. Uncertainty avoidance measures the extent to how people can tolerate anxiety, uncertainties and ambiguities. Colombian workplace is featured with very explicit, detailed and transparent procedures, instructions, regulations and plans, as they dislike of any unprecedented changes on their plans (Perez-Alvarez, 2014). British do not really follow structured rules or instructions, and they can tolerate and even embrace the unknown and unpredictable void of making spontaneous innovations and being generally inclusive, and British people seem inclined to open-minded decision making (Hardisty and Pfeffer, 2017). Long term orientation describes the fostering of virtues oriented toward future rewards, in particular, perseverance and thrift. British workplace is more long-term oriented, indicating they are more likely to comprise in their own way in exchange of future rewards. Colombian workplace is much more short-term oriented, indicating their emphasis on principles, truth and consistency. Higher indulgence score of Colombian culture indicates their greater appreciation of personal desires and their mentality of enjoying life, which in turn comings more positive vibes, freedom of speech, workplace and schedule flexibility, and job autonomy; British workplace, in turn, places a little bit more attention on suppressing gratification and more restrained on personal conducts and behaviours (Taylor, Webb and Sheeran, 2014; Thakur, 2021). The differences embedded in cultures directly result in the differences in the values, perceptions, norms, conducts and behaviours of employees in the workplace, and the British way of doing businesses are not universally applicable in the Colombian workplace. 
Another tool that can facilitate and enhance the differences and sensitivities of Colombian cultures when British doing business in Colombia is the cultural context. Typically, in a high culture context such as Colombia, communication in the workplace is largely implicit, meaning that information can be conveyed in a non-verbal, non-confrontational and in-direct manner through the specific context or relationship (Croucher et al., 2012). In other words, the perception of messages significantly rests on contextual cues beyond the language, including body language, facial expressions, voice tones, etc. (Niemeier, Campbell and Dirven, 1998) Therefore, employees in the Colombian workplace generally attempt to become well-informed about facts and situations by acquiring information from personal information networks. On the other hand, in a low culture context such as Britain, the information in the workplace is communicated significantly by explicit, confrontational and direct verbal words, and less contextual clues and guesswork are involved. British employees, therefore, tend to gather information from a research base through reports, databases, internet, etc.
Besides the differences and sensitivities that have been captured by the above two models, there are some other intercultural issues worthy of great attention of the British in doing business in Colombia. Trust is defined by Boersma, Buckley and Ghauri (2003) as a typical expectation that employees can be relied on to keep to obligations and agreements through performing their roles competently and honourably even without any exploit promises or performance guarantees. Trust is, therefore, embedded in cultures and acts as a sanctioning mechanism or an informal institution (Spector and Jones, 2004). How trust can be nurtured and maintained differs from the British workplace to the Colombian workplace. Specifically, the British employees base their trust on rules and regulations which are applied to all, such as legal systems, contracts, codes of conduct; this is actually an echo to their low-context culture (Stuart and Lucio, 2002). However, Colombian employees nurture and maintain their relationships in their informal deals that are not explicitly written and strictly enforced by any authorities (Thoene and Turriago-Hoyos, 2019). The institutionalized means of controlling is more reliable to develop trust for British trust. Moreover, the human relationships, based on personal honour, personal integrity, sense of responsibilities, filial duties, friendship, families or mutually beneficial favours, are exploited by Colombian employees to nurture trust, and thereby have a significant influence on decision making (Botero and Van Dyne, 2009). It has to be noticed that using informal deals such as interpersonal relationships for businesses may be perceived as unethical and inappropriate to British people but legitimate and moral to Colombian cultures. Therefore, Colombian employees may exploit some informal talks and networks in building rapport and developing personal connections with British employees, but British employees may be unreceptive towards it. Especially, in countries such as Colombia with markedly more collectivist values, the trust is much easier to cultivate in the interaction with ‘in-group’ Colombian members, but more suspicious and distant with ‘out-group’ British members. In this term, there generally will be a greater concern for the group harmony, preferential treatment, personal networking for those who are included in the circle of trust among Colombian employees (Reina, 2009). The possibility of sub-group or sub-culture with the organization can be highly challenging for British organizations in the Colombian marketplace (Gunningham and Sinclair, 2009). Also, the involvement of relationships may result in the typical scenarios that “relationships come first, and then businesses after” (Zomer, 2012). Previous studies further indicate that intra-team trust is positively related to productivity, satisfaction commitment, engagement and performance (Huang et al., 2010; Carter and Mossholder, 2015).
Another huge challenge and sensitivity that is not captured by the above models is the tradition and perception of gift-giving. It has been widely perceived in many cultures that gift-giving is a typical and integral part of doing business, as gift exchange can help with interpersonal relationship building (Kube, Maréchal and Puppe, 2012). Also, indicated by Shershow (2005), gift-giving can be perceived as non-verbal communication to show respect, appreciation, empowerment, etc. However, when gift-giving is perceived as an expected social behaviour in the workplace in some cultures, it could be considered morally unethical in some other cultures (Ruth, 2004). Typically, some cultures perceive gift-giving as bribes and issue strict regulations regarding the acceptance and the sending of gifts (Boatright, 2013). Regarding the gift-giving in the Colombian and British workplace, British employees typically do not encourage ( whether directly or through an intermediary) promise, offer, request or accept any formats of gifts where the monetary value, frequency, duration or nature is such as to cast double on the company, on the individual’s integrity, on the individual’s independence, judgement and objectivity; and any gifts constitute a bride or give the impression of a bride is explicitly and strictly forbidden (Millington, Eberhardt and Wilkinson, 2005; Aung, Zhang and Teng, 2017). The UK Bribery Act 2010 clearly states it is a crime to accept a bribe and establish strict liabilities for businesses involved in commercial bribery (Yeoh, 2011). Therefore, British employees tend to only accept or offer proportionate and reasonable gifts, typically hospitality or promotional expenditure. However, due to the importance attached to the interpersonal relationship in the Colombian culture, it is more common for them to offer or accept gifts from colleagues, seniors, partners, public officials, customers, etc. (Bernardi, Witek and Melton, 2009) Also, they do not usually have any clear and transparent guidelines on the gift exchanges, even when lodging and related gift expenses of public officials have informally consented in the Colombian workplace (Perez Torres, 2020). The integration of the British into the Colombian workplace and the development and expansion of their local businesses in Colombia may involve large amounts of gift-giving with internal and external stakeholders to exchange for valuable business insights and opportunities, as well as developing effective working relationships. Especially, Colombia has a relatively weak and ineffective legal system featured with high corruption. Colombia scores 39 in the Global Corruption Perception Index out, ranking at 92 out of 180 countries, while the United Kingdom ranked 11 with a high score of 77, indicating much higher and stricter surveillance and regulation against bribes (Transparency International, 2020). It is highly sensitive for British employees to perceive the importance of gift-giving in the Colombian culture and develop a more comprehensive and integrated understanding of the specific gift-giving culture in the workplace in Colombia. That is to say, if British employees are considering giving gifts to the local business stakeholders, they must do thorough research on which type of gifts are appropriate. Typically, Colombian people do not prefer foreign beers as decent gifts in the workplace as they already brew fine local beers, while beers are perceived as appropriate and decent gifts in the British culture (1- World Global Gifts, 2020). Engraved quality items, gifts native to the Britain, fine wines, perfume are generally appreciated in the Colombian culture.
With the above discussion fixating on the challenges and sensitivities that British people may experience and encounter in the Colombian workplace, it is also important to contemplate the practical issue of how these intercultural challenges in workplace communication can be mitigated. A diverse workplace is evitable of British people wanting to unfold their businesses in Colombia, but it would exhibit challenges in communication, gift-giving, trust, etc. In this situation, it is important that British managers, before marching into the Colombian markets, should develop sufficient cultural awareness and competencies for them to accept, understand, and appreciate intercultural differences between Britain and Colombia to fully embrace the cultural nuances across the entire workplace. Specifically, this can be realized by designing and implementing a diversity and intercultural training program for employees throughout the branch, regardless of their cultural backgrounds (Landis, Bennett and Bennett, 2004). Besides the basic intercultural training and development programs, it is also of crucial importance for the branch to have a good environment featured with openness and transparency in place to communicate tasks and progress and nurture trust (Spencer-Oatey and Franklin, 2009). It is recommended to set some ground rules and dynamics where both parties can speak up, ask questions and take part in a positive and open debate to ensure decisions are made with collective efforts and wisdom (Landis, Bennett and Bennett, 2004). Also, informal gatherings, seminars, buddy programs, and cultural orientation trips should be organized by the organization to enhance the ties between British and Colombian employees. Setting up periodical round table meetings or gatherings to go over their progress and catch up on their status can help managers gain the latest insights of employees and make the diversified them grow as a collective (Spencer-Oatey and Franklin, 2009). It is also important for the manager to figure out a proper way of communicating for British and Colombian employees. Also, the cultural differences in collectivism and indulgence may result in different perceptions of overtime work, task format (individual-oriented or team-focused), etc. (Collier, 2015). It is, therefore, very important for managers to perform comprehensive planning with full consideration on the schedules, complexity, team size, etc., through inviting employees in the alignments of workload and team dynamics (Washington, Okoro and Thomas, 2012). 
[bookmark: _GoBack]From the perspective of British businesses, the present essay examines and evaluates possible challenges and sensitivities in doing business in Colombia. The differences in terms of culture, in the specific business context, are discussed using Hofstede’s six-dimension cultural model, Hall’s high/low context culture, trust development, gift acceptance and giving, etc. The conclusion that can be drawn here is that the Colombian workplace exhibits a distinctly different culture compared to the British workplace culture, such as in their perception of power distance, collectivism, and indulgence, and in their context of communication, in their different ways of developing trust, and in their different perceptions of gift-giving. To mitigate and avoid any ineffectiveness and conflicts that may happen in intercultural communication, it is essential for the Colombian branch to design and implement some intercultural training and development programs to enhance cultural awareness and competencies and promote team diversity and inclusion. It is also recommended to build an open and transparent communication environment by developing rapport via informal gatherings, catch-ups, etc. Also, managers should be cautious in the selection of ways of communicating and aligning tasks; inviting employees from both sides in these decision-making processes can be effective to avoid possible discomfort in the communication.
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