
TRAINING FOR 
CULTURAL 

UNDERSTANDING 

implications for the 
management of foreign 

and minority workers 

PHILIP R. HARRIS 
Chairman of the Board/ 

Executive Vice President 
Management & Organization 

Development, Inc. 
LaJolla, California 

and 

DOROTHY L. HARRIS 
Associate Professor of Communications 

Graduate School of Human Behavior 
U.S. International University 

San Diego, California 

As the barriers social, economic, 

ethnic, religious, cultural and otherwise 

which tended to separate men f rom 

one another cont inue to crumble, Amer-

ican workers need t o learn the skill of 

dealing with differences, especially in 

people. Apart f r om the humanitarian 

consideration of providing such training, 

there are pragmatic reasons why Amer-

ican business should under take cross-

cultural* education of its management 

and sales personnel. 

For the United States citizen going 

abroad on foreign assignment, such 

understanding can facilitiate adjust-

ment , foster customer relations and 

promote good will. A cross-cultural 

learning experience can cut costs of 

operating overseas and increase produc-

tivity. Similar arguments can be adapted 

to just i fy such training for managers and 

supervisors of minori ty groups f rom the 

micro-cultures within the count ry . As 

more and more blacks, Puer to Ricans, 

Chicanos, Indians and other ethnic 

groups are brought into the mainstream 

of American labor, their supervisors 

need more insight and sophistication in 

understanding and motivating these 

peoples. 

Since representatives of business and 

industry increasingly cross national bor-

ders to engage in the field of interna-

tional commerce, cross-cultural prepara-

t ion becomes an essential part of every-

one 's education. Hopeful ly, schools of 

business will incorporate such learning 

into the undergraduate and graduate 

curricula. However, this presentat ion is 

concerned about the development of a 

short , intensive cross-cultural learning 

experience for those out of school and 

now funct ioning on the job. It describes 

a "course" which could be incorporated 

* Cross-cultural education as described 
in this article refers t o the study of 
factors and influences which give a 
people identi ty and make them distinc-
tive; it analyzes what an individual 
outside tha t group must understand and 
do in order to facilitate his communica-
t ion with t ha t o ther culture. 

into an organization's in-service training 

program, and outlines some research in 

the behavioral sciences. The premise is 

that cultural sensitivity can be profit-

able bo th to the individual practi t ioner 

and the corporat ion which he repre-

sents. The following assumptions form 

the basis for advocating that cross-

cultural training become standard oper-

ating procedure. 

ASSUMPTIONS 

1. The world is fast becoming a global 

village; interchanges accelerate between 

and among peoples of different races 

and nationalities. This t rend can be 

observed bo th within the continental 

United States and outside its borders. 

Therefore, it would seem that in the 

immediate decades ahead, the represent-

ative of American business would have 

to be more cosmopoli tan and less pro-

vincial in his approach t o people whose 

culture is different f rom his own. As 

greater numbers of American personnel 

are assigned overseas, the pressure of 

foreign compet i t ion for international 

markets demands representatives who 

are more culturally sophisticated. 

2. The average American company or 

government agency is likely to provide 

adequate training for its employee on 

foreign assignment in international busi-

ness practice and language; the missing 

ingredient seems t o be cross-cultural 

preparation. Therefore, the latter should 

become an adjunct to what internation-

al training program is currently in force. 

However, because of its value in dealing 

with micro-cultures within the United 

S t a t e s , cross-cultural understanding 

might also become a supplement to 

existing management development or 

sales instruction. 

3. There is more value t o cross-cultural 

education when it is more general, 

rather than oriented toward a specific 

culture. A more universal approach to 

human groups and cultures seems to be 

preferable because (a) the individual 

may be called upon t o deal with peoples 

f rom a variety of cultures and have 

several intercultural experiences during 
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the course of his work history; (b) the 

individual can supplement an introduc-

tion to cultural understanding by his 
own study and reading concerning a 
particular culture in which he finds 

himself he now would have the 
conceptual insights to acquire such 
information readily. 

Hopefully, every organization has some 

type of orientation on-site for the new 
employee in a host country; at this time 

additional input could be offered con-
cerning the particular cultural patterns 

and practices in the geographic area 

where he is now a "foreigner." 

4. The American business representative 

abroad would seem to be more "profes-
sionally" qualified for service to indi-

genous peoples when he possesses 

knowledge of their cultural and psycho-

logical factors. 

OBJECTIVES 

Based upon such assumptions, the fol-
lowing purposes are suggested for any 

program of cross-cultural training. 

• To assist the employee to understand 

people bet ter who differ f rom him, so 
that he appreciates their unique culture 
and is aware of their psychological 
construct (the way in which they read 

meaning into the events and experiences 

of their private "world") . 

• To prepare American personnel for 

foreign assignment so that he can com-

municate more effectively with the 
people in whose country he is a guest. 

• To provide general insight into those 

cultural factors which are different f rom 

the employee's reference points and 
groups, so as to lessen the impact of 

"culture shock" and speed up personal 

adjustment to a new culture. 

• To improve customer and employee 
relations by creating awareness in per-
sonnel of the cultural differences likely 
to be encountered. 

To encourage greater sensitivity and 

more astute observation of what is 

happening in the area which is culturally 
different for the individual, so that 

more informed decisions can be made 
relative t o business and personal rela-

tions. 

• To develop a more cosmospoitan 

bus ines s representative for service 
abroad who will be a more effective 

goodwill ambassador for both his com-
pany and his country. 

• To foster greater sophistication upon 

the part of management who deal with 

representatives of micro-cultures within 

the United States during the course of 

their business relations. 

PROGRAM CONTENT 

The content of such an educational 

program is tentatively outlined with the 

possibilities for expansion or reduction 

of the coverage as the needs of the 

organization dictate. 

The design for cross-cultural education 

presented here for consideration is 

drawn from the fields of cultural an-

thropology and psychology.* 

I. C o n c e p t of Culture: rational/ 
irrational/non-rational influences on 
behavior; explicit/implicit elements 

of culture; cultural patterns and 
themes; cultural diversity and uni-
versals. 

II. Concept of Cultural Needs/Values: 
influences of family structure, reli-
gious philosophies, social organiza-
tions, group attitudes. 

III. Concept of Acculturation: culture/ 
future shock; adaptive mechanisms; 

intercultural communication; silent 
language. 

* The suggested curriculum was devel-
oped by the author with the assistance 
of Dr. Maneck Wadia, an anthropologist 
with the United States International 
University. 

IV. Concept of Culture and the Individ-

ual: culture and personality; the 

influence of language; the develop-

ment of psychological construct as 
related to perception, motivation 

and need satisfaction; work pat-
terns, roles and relationships. 

V. Concept of Emerging World Cul-
ture: man in transition and the 
homogenization of society; the chal-
lenge of adaptation and personal 

change; the intercultural experience 
as an opportuni ty for personal and 

professional development; the im-

provement of international business 

relations. 

The subject matter should be covered 

through an action learning experience 

which involves the trainee and relates 

the theory to his work situation abroad. 

This might be accomplished in a small 
group setting made up of employees 

scheduled for foreign assignment (or for 
a group of supervisors of minority em-

ployees). To provide variety of presenta-

tion, educational technology, simula-

tion, case studies, inventories and group 

techniques would be utilized. A field 

experience could be offered by arrang-

ing for an intercultural experience with 
some local micro-culture; around most 
large cities a half dozen distinct cultural 

communities may often be located. 

On the other hand, training experiences 

in cross-cultural subjects might be ar-

ranged for home study. Experience 

demonstrates that personnel overseas 

may have their work performance aided 

or undermined by family's adjustment 

or lack of it. Many personnel directors 
feel that wives and children should be 

included in any company program 
which promotes acculturation. There-
fore, this investigator is exploring the 

development of a "packaged program" 
for sight and sound presentation. 

By combining the filmstrip with an 
audio track in a cassette approach, the 
program can be housed in light-weight 
equipment which the employee can take 

to his home. There his family can review 
with him the concepts described above. 
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The company training depar tment can 

maintain some type of control by use of 

instruments which are returned for anal-

ysis by the corporat ion 's educational 

specialist. With this approach, other 

variations are possible once the basic 

input has been provided t o the em-

ployee. For example, those who have 

completed the "course" and are sched-

uled to go abroad might gather for a 

group discussion with their immediate 

supervisors as to what the employee has 

learned and its implication for his new 

assignment. 

The project can be fur ther extended by 

suggesting outside readings which em-

ployees awaiting foreign transfers could 

then discuss over lunch with one anoth-

er. Personnel who have already success-

fully served a tour of du ty abroad might 

also act as resource persons in such 

dialogues. Employees who have come 

f rom different cultural groupings might 

be asked t o share their perspectives. 

It is suggested that such cross-cultural 

training be about 40-50 hours in length. 

The individual sessions should prefer-

ably be no less than two hours. Natural-

ly, it is possible to provide an intensive 

weekend format utilizing the laboratory 

method of education. 

CONCLUSION 

Cross-cultural training should increase 

employee effectiveness when serving 

outside one's own country or when 

working with minori ty groups within 

the United States. It should contr ibute 

to improved customer relations, sales 

and good will. Hopeful ly, it will reduce 

waste, misunderstanding and confusion 

in international business negotiations. 

At the very least, it will help American 

business to meet their foreign compe-

ti t ion with more sophistication. Such 

learning will also enable the employee 

to understand himself and his organiza-

tion bet ter . It may not only contr ibute 

to the process of acculturation abroad, 

bu t reduce the impact of " f u t u r e 

shock" as the emerging cyberculture 

replaces traditional society and its refer-

ence points. Certainly, cross-cultural 

education for today 's personnel will 

prepare employees more realistically for 

the pluralistic one-world of tomor row!* 

* A useful reference is the seminar 
report of May 1969, Cross-Cultural 
Training, published by the Center for 
Research and Education, Box 1768, 
Estes Park, Col. 80517. 

No doubt about it—these texts TRAIN! 
FAMOUS RIDER TRAINING COURSES 

by Van Valkenburgh, Nooger & Neville, Inc. 
have been used effectively and efficiently 

throughout Industry. 
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MOCK puMSt 
BASIC 
ELECTRICITY 
The renowned civilian version of the com-
plete, illustrated course used by the U.S. 
Navy to train over 100,000 technicians in 
record time. 
Set of 5 paperback vols., # 0 0 3 3 - 2 , $13.50 
Single, clothbound edi t ion, # 0 0 3 9 - 1 , 
$12.75 
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BASIC ELECTRONICS 
Based on an equally successful Navy 
course, this step-by-step approach to elec-
tronic fundamentals needs only a basic 
electricity background. 
Set of 6 paperback vols., #0048 -0 , $16.25 
Single, clothbound edit ion, # 0 0 4 9 - 9 , 
$14.85 

Adaptable for self-study, these courses can be used complete, or in various com-
binations of individual volumes, depending on your company's needs. Write for 
examination copies to: Industrial Sales | S B N P r e f i x 0 . 8 1 0 4 

f j l HAYDEN BOOK COMPANY, INC., 116 W. 14 St., New York 10011 

Circle No. 98 on Reader Service Card 

also by Van Valkenburgh, Nooger, 
and Neville, Inc. 

BASIC INDUSTRIAL ELECTRICITY 
Set of 2 paperback vol., # 0 4 6 9 - 9 , 
$7.00 
Single, clothbound edition, # 0 4 7 2 - 9 , 
$8.50 

10 Training and Development Journal, May 1972 


