Chapter 4 short case study: Local knowledge

James had worked for a large insurance company in the US for 20 years. Over this time he had been extremely successful, working his way up the career ladder until finally making regional director at just 40 years old. His knowledge of US insurance law and his fantastic people skills had made him popular with the Executive Board. When the company decided to open a new branch in Athens, James was their first choice to head-up the operation. 

After relocating his family to Europe, it was time for James to begin the good work the board expected of him. At 9am he gathered his predominantly Greek team together for a pep-talk in which explained his five point plan for success. As James raised his hand to metaphorically depict the points on his five fingers, all of the Greek employees drew breath in shock. From that point on James felt he had somehow lost the motivation and enthusiasm of his team. 

Later that evening over dinner with his wife and children, James’s six-year-old son explained how his teacher had told him not to show the palm of his hand to other children, as in Greek culture this is perceived to be a very offensive gesture. It suddenly dawned on James how his youngest son had just taught him a very valuable piece of local knowledge that would have a huge impact on his success in Greece.

Questions for discussion
1. James’s failure to understand the cultural significance of particular signs means that his relationship with the new team has got off to a bad start. As James’s employer, how could you have ensured that such sense-making mistakes were avoided?
2. Having got off to a bad start with his team, how might James regain their confidence and enthusiasm?

