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Paul Verzele 

• Background 

– Born in Gent, Belgium, 1963 

– Master in Engineering Sciences 

• Electronics,  University of Gent, 1988 

• Computer sciences,  University of Gent, 1989 

• Quantitative industrial management, Vlerick 
Management School, 1995 
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Paul Verzele 

• >20 years of experience with Asia,  
– India (20y), China (10y) and other countries 

• Managing director of “Professional Global Sourcing” 
– Management advice on outsourcing en offshoring 

– Setting up offshore partnerships/subsidiaries/departments 

– Service:  
• Up to delivering a working offshore unit for EU companies 

– Provide training, advice, coaching in EU en Asia 
• Negotiation techniques, Doing business across borders 

• Inter-cultural training, Communications training 

• Managing virtual teams 

• Project, delivery and quality processes across borders 

3 



©  PGS BVBA, Paul Verzele, 2012 

Customers / Employers 
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Culture : Some definitions 

Culture is a set of shared assumptions and values learned over a 
lifetime 

If the mind is the hardware, culture is the software (Geert Hofstede)  
– And if you don’t know the software of a country, you can’t run your program  

Culture is the way we do things around here now 

Culture is who WE are and who THEY are, culture is both inclusive 
and exclusive 

Culture is how we see the world and how we see others 

Culture is the accumulation of life experiences spanning generations 
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Culture and perspective 

Our perception of culture is often 
warped by the lenses through which 

we see it 
 

• As a result… 
– We don’t always see other cultures accurately 

– We don’t see ourselves objectively 

– We are sometimes even not fully aware of our culture until 
we are confronted by another culture  

6 



©  PGS BVBA, Paul Verzele, 2012 

Cultural iceberg 
• Above water :  

– Explicit culture 
– What we observe and  
 perceive “them” to be. 
– Behaviors 

 

• Under water 
– Implicit culture 
– Non observable 
– Attitudes 
– Values 
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• Explicit  (observable) 
– Literature, Music, Theatre, Movies 

– cooking, food,  Table manners, Mannerisms 

– Clothing 

– Languages 
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Cultural iceberg 
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Cultural iceberg 
• Implicit 

– Notions of modesty  

– Ideals governing child-raising  

– Nature of friendship 

– Patterns of superior/subordinate 
relations  

– Arrangement of physical space  

– Approaches to problem solving  

– Patterns of group decision making  

– Notions of leadership  

– Concept of justice  

– Ways to handle or show emotions  

– …, and much, much more 

9 



©  PGS BVBA, Paul Verzele, 2012 

Cultural dimensions 

• What is our place in the cultural 
space 

• Where are the others 

• How do we differ from another 
culture 
– In what sense are we different? 

– In what sense we are alike? 

– Where do you expect conflicts to 
arise? 

– How can you approach somebody  

 within his comfort zone? 

• How are our thoughts and views  

 framed by our culture 
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Cultural dimensions 

• Individualistic action 
– Individual feels empowered 

– Competition is valued and 
efficiency prevails over loyalty 

 

– Emphasize decentralization 

– Encourage creativity 

– Tolerate dissent, differences 

• Group orientation 
– Group feels empowered 

– Cooperation and harmony is 
valued and loyalty prevails 
over efficiency 

– Value centralization 

– Encourage continuity 

– Value consensus, dislike 
internal conflict  
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Cultural dimensions 

• Rules oriented culture 
– Rules 

 

– Rank, hierarchy 

 

– Relationship 

 

 

• Objective environment 

• Universal rules 

• Relationship oriented culture 
– Relationship 

 

– Rank, hierarchy 

 

– Rules 

 

 

• Subjective environment 

• Individual cases 
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Cultural dimensions 

• Direct 
– Say what they mean 

 

– Make nearly everything 
explicit 

 

– Use fewer gestures and tonal 
variations 

 

– Use direct, clear speech 

• Indirect 
– Suggest what they mean 

 

– Refer implicitly to most topics 
 

– Use many gestures and tones 
 

– Use indirect speech, allusions, 
metaphors, “inside” words 

 

– Maintain harmony and face 
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Cultural dimensions 

• Universalists 
– Observe rules 

 

– Follow established procedures 
 

– Observe contracts 
 

– Use formal channels 
 

– Apply the law to all universally; 
all cases are treated the same 

• Particularists 
– Consider special cases 

 

– Refer to agreements 
 

– Interpret the law based on 
relationships 

– Use informal intermediaries 
 

– Adapt procedures to the 
particular situation 
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Cultural dimensions 

• Task Oriented  

– Live to work (work > family) 
 

– Emphasize achievement 
 

– Place emphasis on quantity 
 

– Value punctuality, hard work ethic 
 

– “Get the job done” 

• Relationship Oriented 
– Work to live (family > work) 

 

– Emphasize integrity 
 

– Place emphasis on quality 
 

– Value loyalty, caring 
 

– “Do the job my way” 
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Cultural dimensions 

• Equality oriented 
– Value Equality over hierarchy 

and social class 

– Status differences are 
minimized 

– Value performance and 
abilities 

– Subordinates expect to be 
consulted 

– Promote on basis of 
achievements 

– Individual responsibility is 
respected 

• Status oriented 
– Respect for hierarchy and 

authority 

– Status is key to your career 

– Value credentials, class, age 
or family affiliation 

– Subordinates expect to be 
told what to do 

– Promote on basis of 
ascription 

– Respect status, elder, caste, … 
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Cultural dimensions 

• Monochronic 
– Linear planning to reach goals 

– Value deadlines, schedules, 
output 

– Meetings follow an agenda 
and end on time 

– Relationships are 
subordinated to schedules 

– Concentration on the work is 
important 

• Plychronic 
– Flexible implementation to 

reach goals 

– Value relationships and doing 
a good job 

– Meeting are open and often 
spill over into socializing 

– Schedules are subordinated 
to relationships 

– Attention to personal matters 
is important 
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Cultural dimensions 

• Comfort with uncertainty 
– Quantity of new ideas valued 

 

– Welcome change, innovation 
 

– Can cope with unpredictability 
 

– Prefer loose structure 
 

– Can reverse decisions easily 
 

– Flexible 

• Need for certainty 
– Quality of new ideas valued 

 

– Prefer continuity, reliability 
 

– Need high predictability 
 

– Need defined structure 
 

– Stick to confirmed decision 
 

– Rigid 
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Cultural dimensions 

• Masculinity 
– Specific male roles and jobs 

– Distinguishable male 

– Assertive, Competitive 

– Macho behavior 

– Distinguish/separate from 
women 

– Gap between values of men 
and women 

• Femininity 
– No distinction/discrimination 

between genders 

– Caring 

– Modest 

– Maternity leave for men 

– Both genders, same 
• Salaries 

• Jobs & responsibilities 

• Duties  

• Retirement age 

• Positions 
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Exercise: work styles comparison 

• Individualistic   –  Group oriented 

• Universal (objective)  –  Particular (subjective) 

• Direct    –  Indirect  

• Task orientation  –  Relationship orientation 

• Equally oriented  –  Status oriented 

• Monochronic    –  Polychronic  

• Comfort with uncertainty – Need for certainty 

 
• On a scale for : 

– Brazil, China, France, Germany, India, Japan, UK, USA 
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Work Styles Comparison 
• BELGIANS 

– Individualistic 

– Universal/Objective 

– Direct 

– Task Orientation 

– Equality oriented 

– Monochronic 

– Need certainty 

• Indians 

• Chinese 

• Vietnamese 

• Indonesians 

• Russians 

• Brazilians 

• … 
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Work styles comparison 
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Work styles comparison 

23 



©  PGS BVBA, Paul Verzele, 2012 

Work styles comparison 
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Work styles comparison 
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Work styles comparison 
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Work styles comparison 
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Work styles comparison 
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Work styles comparison 
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Work styles comparison 
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Work styles comparison 
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Work styles comparison 
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Work styles comparison 
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Work styles comparison 
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Work styles comparison 
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Work styles comparison 
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Consequences of the differences 
• Communication – The Status difference can manifest itself in 

managers and subordinates not openly communicating. 

• Bad news often not given to superiors. 

• In meetings, it is not uncommon for only the most senior 
person to speak. 

• Indians attach personal status to every project and position.  
They will rather prefer a promotion without raise versus a 
Belgian preferring a raise without promotion. 

• Management tends to be more military in style. 

• The remnants of the caste system create unusual dynamics 
among team members that are hard for us to decipher. 
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Consequences of the differences 
• Group Orientation leads to little initiative and less creativity. 

They are a better in implementing efficiently than in designing 

• Low need of Certainty results in lack of sufficient planning; 
tendency to act before thinking things through sufficiently 

• They dive into details without taking in the big picture  () 

• Less focus on individuality may be appreciated by managers, as 
there will be less unique personality issues to contend with 

• Poor business writing skills is common 

• Conversational mannerisms are very different and can be easily 
misunderstood.  It is always better to communicate in writing 
or follow up verbal conversations in writing. 
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Exercise: “Odd” behaviors ? 

• What are some odd behaviors or habits of Asians? 
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Advantages of the differences 
• Dedicated people, with an eye for details. 

• Group Orientation leads group dynamics in which a lot of work 
can be done in parallel.  

• With little creativity, they implement exactly (almost literally) 
what has been described in the specifications. 

• Group orientation forces them to achieve a common goal. The 
achievement of the group prevails over the personal 
achievements. 

• Relationship orientation makes it easier to build up a strong 
partner relationship. 

 
• They know our common standards such as  

 ISO, Prince2, ITIL, CMMI 
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Challenges: “Odd” behaviors 

• Eternal smile 

• Wobbling the head (IN) 

• They never say NO 

• Context approach 

• Caste system (IN) 

• Vegetarians 

• Network/socialize 

• Illness/Hospitals 

• Time perception () 

• Eating/Food/Meals 

• Never angry, always polite 

• They never shout 

• Traffic  
– streets, railways, busses 

• Never loose face 

• No binary thinking () 
– Yes – No  

– Good – Bad  

– Right – Wrong 

– Male – Female 
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Our challenge: Time perception 

• Linear, sequential, causal  
• Cyclic, non-linear (re-incarnation !) 

 
Milestones, deadlines 

 
 
 
 
 

• Meaning for 
– commitments 
– attitudes towards goals and achievements 
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Our challenges: Binary thinking 

• Binary thinking   Fuzzy thinking 
– Yes  –  No  

– Good  –  Bad  

– Right  –  Wrong  

– Male  –  Female 

– Normal  –  Abnormal   

– Normal  –  Disabled 

      Life 

• Impact on  
– Adequate/objective reporting 

– Perceived honesty  

– (Quality) evaluation 

– Following style guides 

– Passing tests 44 
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Exercise: Playing the hierarchy game 

• Establishing your own credibility 

– Talking to a colleague from another department 

– Status oriented culture 

– Egalitarian oriented culture 
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Exercise: Playing the hierarchy game 

• Establishing your own credibility 

– Status oriented culture 

 

 

 

 

 
M = Manager 

S = subordinate 

Me 

M (your) 

S 

M (his) 
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Exercise: Playing the hierarchy game 

• Establishing your own credibility 

– Egalitarian oriented culture 

 

 

 

 

 
M = Manager 

S = subordinate 

Me S 

M (your) M (his) 
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Exercise: Playing the hierarchy game 

• Accessing higher levels of authority 

– Accessing a boss of another team 

– Status oriented culture 

– Egalitarian oriented culture 
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Exercise: Playing the hierarchy game 

• Accessing higher levels of authority 

– Status oriented culture 

 

 

 

 

 
M = Manager 

S = subordinate 

Me 

M (your) M 

49 



©  PGS BVBA, Paul Verzele, 2012 

Exercise: Playing the hierarchy game 

• Accessing higher levels of authority 

– Egalitarian oriented culture 

 

 

 

 

 
M = Manager 

S = subordinate 

Me 

M M (your) 

50 



©  PGS BVBA, Paul Verzele, 2012 

Our challenge: Talking togehter 

• Conversations across cultures 
– Meetings, discussions 

– Phone calls 

– Conference calls 
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Our challenge: Talking togehter 

• Belgians, Englishmen 
1 

2 
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Our challenge: Talking togehter 

• Belgians, Englishmen 
1 

2 

• Frenchmen 
1 

2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Task Oriented, Direct, Focused 
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Our challenge: Talking togehter 

• Belgians, Englishmen 
1 

2 

• Frenchmen 
1 

2 

• Italians 
1 

2 

 

 

 

Creative, Relationship enhancing 
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Our challenge: Talking togehter 

• Belgians, Englishmen 
1 

2 

• Frenchmen 
1 

2 

• Italians 
1 

2 

• Indians 
1 

2 

Chaotic? 
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Our challenge: Talking togehter 

• Belgians, Englishmen 
1 

2 

• Frenchmen 
1 

2 

• Italians 
1 

2 

• Indians 
1 

2 

Allowing the group to reflect 
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Our challenge: Talking togehter 

• (Polite) Belgians, Swedish, Germans 

– Task oriented, direct, focused 

• Frenchmen, Brazilians 

– Creative  

– relationship enhancing 

• Italians 

– Chaotic 

• Indians, Chinese, Japanese 

– Allowing the group to reflect 
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4 GOLDEN rules 

1. Be humble, NEVER get angry 

 

2. Learn to listen (Details !!!) 

 

3. Think NETWORK, use your NETWORK 

 

4. Be a good teacher, explain the CONTEXT 
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Exercise: Be humble 

• Show your strength by never showing it 
– Never show your force 

– Don’t show that you’re desperate 

– Don’t be a crying baby 

• Never become angry 
– Never loose your temper 

– Never shout 

• Use your network 
– To get things done 

– To convey your disagreement 

– To let them solve your problem 
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Exercise: Introducing yourself 

• Get the credibility and status you deserve 
– Remember the 4 golden rules ! 

– Avoid to have to introduce yourself 

• Exchange business cards 
– Have plenty of them 

– Right/Left hand 

– Read the card 

– Handle with respect reflecting your respect  

 for the person 

• Shorten the distance 
– Your context 

– Make them never loose face 

– Belonging to the bubble 
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Working and Managing in Asia 

• Start out as close to the top as possible 

• Build parallel relationships for continuous information 

• Obtain introductions, proceed with Indian contacts and 
connections. 

• When away, stay in touch, always. 

• Use authority to… 
– Direct   What to do 

– Instruct  How and when to do it 

– Provide  The professional and personal resources 
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Office relationships 

• Names at work:  

• Workers usually call one another by their last names and sometimes 
address others as Sir or Madam. Using first names is restricted to 
those having a close relationship. 

• Assignment of tasks 

• Supervisors assign tasks either through an intermediary or directly 

• Justification of task assignments 

• Some supervisors explain the reasons why a task must be completed 
(context !) 

• Role of supervisor 

• Supervisors prefer (even expect) that workers come to them for 
assistance with tasks rather  

    than completing tasks on their own. 
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Office relationships 

• Decision making 

• Supervisors are the primary decision makers within organizations 

• Communication 

• Workers are expected to confide in their supervisors if a work 
related problem arises 

• Compliments and rewards 

• Workers are rewarded through promotions (Status !) and raises 

• Performance review criteria 

• Performance reviews are based upon absenteeism, performance 
AND relationship with other employees 
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Office relationships 

• Criticism 

• Supervisors discuss employees’ errors in private (keep this in mind in 
conference calls !) 

• Socializing 

• Supervisors and workers generally do not socialize outside of the office 
unless they have known each other for a long time 

• Occasionally supervisors and workers attend picnics together 
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Office etiquette 

• Telephone and (e)mail 

– Phone greetings:  
• Hello + first name 

– Co-workers:  
• Pick up each others’ phone because voice mail and answering machines 

are not popular 

– Messages:  
• Co-workers will pick up your message as an answering machine 

– Interruptions:  
• Interrupting a phoning person is considered as rude. Wait until the person 

has hung up the phone first without pushing him to hang up. 

– (e)Mail:  
• Everyone opens his own mail. Exceptions are only for high level executives 

(except when marked as “private”  

     or “confidential”) 
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Office etiquette 

• The office 

– Status symbols:  

• Private office, office size and location (highest floor). 

– Work areas:  

• Offices are exclusively reserved for management. The MD or the CEO has 
the largest office.  

• Employees generally work in open spaces.  

• Cubicles are limited to a few. 

– Co-workers:  

• Communication between co-workers is generally one on one. 

• Personal relationships play a very important role in the office.  

• The workplace is considered an extension of the family  

– (so: many talks about private subjects !!!) 
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Office etiquette 

• Office communications 

– Meetings:  
• Scheduled meetings are generally held in a conference room or office, not 

in the open space. 

– Management meetings:   
• There are generally 2 annual meetings with the CEO.  

• Managers have weekly or monthly meetings with their department. 

– Birthdays:  
• Employee birthdays are generally celebrated 

– Parties:  
• Company parties are important. They help to develop personal 

relationships. 

– Personal space:  
• It is common for employees to decorate their work  

     space with personal items (plants, photos, artwork, …) 
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What should I do? 
• Communicate in writing as much as possible 

• If you have any uncertainty that you are being understood, 
ask repeatedly and in different ways until comfortable 

• Encourage open communication, 

 including bad news 

• Remember the importance of status   

 and title when rewarding 

• Be proactive in soliciting feedback 

• Be understanding and open when  

 confronted with these challenges. 

68 



©  PGS BVBA, Paul Verzele, 2012 

Results of cultural differences 

• When unprepared, the success rate of outsourcing projects is 
74% 

• Although salaries are only 10 to 30%, in regime, the overall 
gain of offshoring to  
– India:  17% to 34%,  Success rate = 74% 

– China:  30% to 38%, Success rate = 98% 

– Indonesia:  40% to 48% 

• Reasons 
– Communication costs 

– Lower productivity 

– Duplicated overhead 

– Lack of formal specifications 

– Misalignments  
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And one last thing 

• Men should not shake hands or in any 
way touch an Asian/Indian woman 
unless … 

– you have an intimate relationship with her  

– she initiates such action 
 

• When the whole management of a company lines up in 
front of you at your arrival, it is polite to shake the hands 
of the man and to skip the woman, no matter their title 
or status, unless they initiate the action themselves (= 
they followed an inter-cultural training about working 
with Europeans) 
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Remember !!! 

“We don’t see things as they are… 

… we see things as we are” 

 

Anais Nin 
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