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When Cultures Collide

“A US manager recently sent a package to a colleague in Mexico City using one of the principal air express companies. The package arrived on time and was sent to local customs for clearance. Nothing happened. After repeated efforts to complete the delivery of the package, the air express company suggested that a bribe to a customs agent would likely resolve the problem. The intended package recipient in Mexico refused to comply and requested that the package be returned to its original sender in the US again, nothing happened. Again, it was suggested that a bribe might be necessary to have customs release the package so it could be returned to its original sender” (Sanchez-Runde et al, 2013).
This paper explores the cultural roots of the global business environment's ethical conflicts. It starts with a brief look at ethical behavior worldviews in general. Based on this, it is argued that an overreliance on western models and viewpoints has hindered an in-depth understanding of ethical conflicts. Three common sources, or bases, of ethical conflicts are discussed in relation to business practices, including conflicts over tastes and preferences, the relative importance of moral imperatives compared to legal requirements, and the level of tolerance of individuals for different values among others. The paper ends with the need for more cross-cultural and multidisciplinary work to strengthen the construction of theory and management practice.
The paper begins with an example of an unethical conduct called bribery. Dealing with international issues, many people believe that ethics changes from country to country and culture to culture. Aware of the tremendous differences between cultures and values, many challenges are created when you are running a multinational business. Bribery according to the dictionary is defined as the offering, giving, receiving, or soliciting of something of value for the purpose of influencing the action of an official in the discharge of his or her public or legal duties. The air express company notifies the manager’s colleague that in order to receive the package, a bribe to the custom agent (money would be my assumption) would release the package. Surprisingly, the colleague refused the bribe and instructed that the package be returned to the original sender. To return the package to its original sender, another bribe was suggested. 
Did the colleague proceed with the second bribe? Why was it suggested that the colleague bribe the custom agent? Is this a common norm in Mexico? Are there other countries who practice bribery? In a perfect world, including international business world, conflict would be obsolete, no corruption and justice for all. Unfortunately, a perfect world does not exist. A fairly positive interpretation of why we don't live in a perfect world cites research that suggests that poverty and corruption co-vary; that is, bribery and corruption, environmental degradation, and social injustice are most commonly found in developing countries and regions, those with fewer social and academic capital. For example, we find far more corruption in Nigeria than in Finland (The Economist 2008). A second explanation, definitely more pessimistic, concludes that because of our imperfect human nature we are not living in a perfect world. Take, for example, greed. Some people seem overly driven at almost any cost to maximize their wealth and personal possessions. Ethical standards frequently take a back seat in the pursuit of profit in this endeavor (Schwartz 1986). This line of reasoning has importance in helping us to understand how some people seem to be behaving, but it does not answer the underlying motivations behind that greed (Miller 1999). A third explanation of moral problems can be found in cultural differences as well as optimism and pessimism. For example, most people in collectivist societies aspire to some sort of socio-economic egalitarianism where income and benefits are roughly evenly divided; no one is either too rich or too poor, and peace is the ultimate goal (Gelfand et al. 2004; Hall and Hall 1987). In individualistic societies, on the other hand, most people argue about the advantages of individual competition, with market forces wiping out inefficiencies and the product prices, with higher incentives going to those who show greater motivation, ambition, and mastery. If this approach is used, what we mean by a perfect world becomes the key question, not just how to get there.
There are a number of complex issues behind these seemingly simple and straightforward questions, starting with the different types or focuses of cultural conflicts. The cultural roots, the continuing tension between what is moral and what is legal in various geographies, are a specific point of interest here. What happens, or should happen, when morals and the law are socially opposed to each other? For example, in England, honor killing is hugely practice in the Muslim religion. If you are a female and disgraces your family, your parents will hire someone or give permission to your brother to have you killed. If the female does not comply with the religious rules, death will eliminate any form of defiance. There has been reports where victims sort protection from the law but unfortunately, the law failed in its duty to protect due to law conduct codes. However, murderers involved in honor killing are persecuted. 
International executives face ethical dilemmas about personal and societal beliefs and values on a daily basis. This field involves all societal norms about right and wrong in general, as well as assumptions about what people should or should (or should not) do. As with management theories in particular, western thinkers trained in western thinking traditions and with an eye to the specific circumstances of western decision-makers working in predominantly western environments, have produced much of the readily accessible writings on business and managerial ethics (Steers Nardon et al. 2013). From a western point of view, things would be easier if a western approach to business ethics achieved complete consensus among experts, but that is not the case. Take, for example, the approach taken by Thomas Donaldson (1996) to tackle many, sometimes conflicting, ethical standards across countries. Here the author points out that core human values define minimum ethical standards that should be respected by all firms. In particular, three of these values are defined as "respect for human dignity," "respect for fundamental rights," and "good citizenship." Donaldson and Dunfee (1999) in a later study concluded that managers may need to exert extreme creativity while refusing "any sort of relativism". Nevertheless, it is not always easy for managers to enforce these principles and values, as cultural differences sometimes lead to alternative ways of understanding and implementing them, even in the presence of what might otherwise seem to be clear and consistent legal frameworks (Rosen 2006) and universal values held by most religions (Moses 2001).
Indeed, recent research shows that cultural differences affect both people's ethical business profiles from other cultures (Gift et al. 2013) and how we interpret and characterize ethical cases and scenarios (Kuntz et al. 2013). Differences in ethical interpretation (Kim and Kim 2010), ethical attitudes and behaviors (Lam and Shi 2008) and ethical tolerance (Chan and Cheung 2012) have also been shown to clarify culture. Culture's impact on business ethics is so profound and widespread that some authors argue that the need to include non-western, developing country perspectives in research on ethical management has become an ethical imperative by itself (Kim and Kim 2010). In summary, a difficult situation challenges both administrators and researchers. Firstly, organizational people are increasingly communicating across borders and cultures. Secondly, little collective consideration has been given to cross-cultural ethics in management, and organizational practitioners lack advice on issues that can become quite complex. Simultaneously, researchers should understand that business activity is taking place in a world far from ideal and that culture plays an especially formative role in this process.
In many forms and conflicts, cultural conflicts can occur. Therefore, classifying these problems into three distinct categories, while examining how cross-cultural impacts global business and success:
· Acceptance or rejection of different tastes and preferences:
Conflict between the tastes or interests of a person or group and others. People need to determine the prevailing or tolerated tastes or preferences. The degree to which the parties are open to compromise will affect the effect. 
· Balance for moral imperatives and legal requirements:
Conflict between the moral and legal beliefs of a person or group. Individuals may have to choose to obey their conscience or the laws and regulations that exist. One has spiritual and moral implications; the other has consequences for regulation and punishment.
· Tolerance or intolerance of different values:
Conflict between one individual or group's values and another. People need to determine how tolerant or intolerant they are in relation to the values of the other party. Is there room (or at least separation) to compromise or not?
	



We can see that the concept of truth is important to understanding the impact of culture on how people see right and wrong and make sense of their own and other obligations. We need to work at two different levels in order to do this. First, culture has an effect on whether groups of people could be treated differently on the basis of their cultural backgrounds, what could be called the question of who, which relates to the parties involved in an exchange on ethics and the role that cultural membership can play in that exchange. Secondly, culture can also affect the content of what one sees as proper behavior towards oneself and others, the question of what. This is an important distinction and global managers who often fail to understand this end up characterizing acceptable behaviors as unethical, thereby escalating tension and conflicts in their relationships with others.
Should we hold everyone to the same or to different standards? The answer to the question of who, is directly linked in terms of universalism and particularism to where cultures stand. This tension can be reflected in a classic confrontation (Stouffer and Jackson 1951) between a driver and a pedestrian. You know, in a limited speed zone, he was driving too fast. Furthermore, you know there are no other witnesses, and the lawyer of your friend asks you to testify that he was driving more slowly. Indeed, if at the time of the accident you honestly testify to his actual speed, your friend will face serious legal consequences. What are you going to do? Once faced with this question, people from "universalistic" and "particular" cultures appear to behave differently (Trompenaars 2003). In a typical case, about half of managers from universal cultures are likely to respond that friendship should not play a role in their judgment, objectivity should prevail, and you should testify against your friend. The other half of this group first attempts to escape by refusing to testify one way or another, rather than resolving the dilemma. To them, this is not always an easy position, because they know that they refuse to fulfill their basic duties of working with both a friend and the administration of justice, but they see this as less morally burdensome than either cheating or engaging in placing serious consequences on their friend. Being from universal societies, we see the reasonableness of a process based on the assumption that individuals will either tell the truth (which in most cases they will favor) or refrain from testifying in special circumstances. I would strongly condemn a system in which people could either tell the truth or lie at their convenience, assuming that life would then become unnecessarily messy and unreliable. In other words, in their environment they want predictability, but they maintain a choice not to participate for themselves. At the same time, in a very different way, managers from particularistic cultures respond to the scenario. We often tend to split into halves, with one group claiming to lie to their friend immediately, and the other half waiting for more information before making a decision.
Another classic tension confrontation is the performance evaluation in organizations which ultimately can be carried out by means of clear, pre-established criteria that are applied equally to each employee. Not by chance, this is the preferred method in mostly standardized western countries, as well as in many books on HR management. In other societies, such as particularistic ones, a more prominent role may be given to the specific circumstances surrounding that employee for determining quality and behavior. As a consequence, we see questions like this: Why is it fundamentally wrong to give more credit and incentives to those who worked harder to achieve the same results as their more competent peers? The issue, then, is not so much who is right or wrong in this case, but rather what frames of reference are used to make the evaluation. My experience with performance appraisal has been negative where my manager was unable to justify the comments made regarding my performance. I escalated the issue with my manager, with the assistance of individuals with HR expertise, which resulted in the removal of the negative comments. Clearly, many ethical codes were bridge.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Reverting to the example on bribery, western countries tend to regard bribery as an unfair practice that destroys the good will that is so fundamental in international business transactions. Bribery, on the other hand, is often seen in many countries as an enabler of business relationships, not an obstacle, thereby losing some of its negative connotations, bribery is also seen in many countries simply as the way things are, some unique characteristic of the social environment. As a result, it is easy to suggest that personal accountability could not be expected to work in the same way in western countries under such conditions. This is not to condone corruption, of course. Yet it helps to consider the different examples of unethical and corrupting actions in various countries. Finally, others indicated that the fundamental problem with bribery and other types of unethical behavior is that it contributes to unreliability of social interactions. In some instances, this may be right. Nevertheless, people often come to expect it in situations where bribery is part of the system, and its consequences can be easily overlooked. Many corporations, under such circumstances, refrain from operating in these environments and pursue other alternative and honest alliances. This is reasonable and can be the only sensible response to legal systems that will prosecute oppressive environmental pressures or decision-makers who choose not to partake in what they see as deeply unethical behavior. But such actions have a side effect. Firstly, there will be only groups who feel more comfortable in the oppressive societies, thereby aggravating the dilemma for those who want to change the way things are. Secondly, what happens to those who have no alternative options, like most people who live in the local environment? How can you argue against the chorus of poorer families stuck in these environments that they can only afford to behave ethically if you are wealthy enough to flee the area?
Organizations are extremely unlikely to conform to strong types of relativism for the practical purpose of decision-making, which could result in unpredictability, lack of coordination, and general uncertainty regarding organizational outcomes. To the degree that there is social consensus around some concept of universal ethics, businesses are likely to share that consensus and adopt policies and practices compatible with that definition. When companies do not consider this consensus, they will have to identify an alternative on their own to encourage and direct their policies and practices. In doing so, they speak about the corporate principles behind their specific company's culture, purpose and vision and no corporate decision-maker will ever be legitimized to operate on his or her own against these institutional principles without an explicit authorization that is highly unlikely to occur. The question then arises: Is it fair to leave the concept and design of their own ethical organizational standards as they see fit in the hands of each organization? Should not society as a whole, and increasingly on a global scale, also help to lay the foundations for a universal ethics on which companies can then build their own guidelines and policies? Research in this area requires only cross-cultural efforts, but also disciplinary approach, as virtually every field of science, philosophy, anthropology, management, psychology, and sociology can and should contribute to the effort. Cross-cultural and multidisciplinary research is never easy, but we can't afford to postpone it.




Reference:
Sanchez-Runde, C., Nardon, L., & Steers, R. (2013). The Cultural Roots of Ethical Conflicts in Global Business. Journal of Business Ethics, 116(4), 689-701. Retrieved from http://www.jstor.org/stable/42002495
Kim, Y., & Kim, S. (2010). The Influence of Cultural Values on Perceptions of Corporate Social Responsibility: Application of Hofstede's Dimensions to Korean Public Relations Practitioners. Journal of Business Ethics, 91(4), 485-500. Retrieved from http://www.jstor.org/stable/27749816
Moses, J. (2001). Oneness: Great principles shared by all religions. Ballantine: New York
The Economist (2008). Pocket world in figures. London: The Economist.
Miller, D. T. (1999). The norm of self-interest. American Psychologist, 54(12), 1053-1060.
Schwartz, B. (1986). The battle for human nature. New York: Norton.
Gelfand, M. J., Bhawuk, D. P. S., Nishii, L. H., & Bechtold, D. J. (2004). Individualism and collectivism. In R. S. House, P. J. Hanges, M. Javidan, P. W. Dorfman, & V. Gupta (Eds.), Culture, leadership and organizations (Sage) (pp. 437-512). CA: Thousand Oaks.
Hall, E. T., & Hall, M. R. (1987). Hidden differences: Doing business with the Japanese. New York: Doubleday.
Donaldson, T., & Dunfee, T. W. (1999). Ties that bind: A social contracts approach to business ethics. Boston: Harvard Business School Press.
Steers, R. M., Nardon, L., & Sanchez-Runde, C. (2013). Management across cultures. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Chan, A., & Cheung, H. (2012). Cultural dimensions, ethical sensitivity, and corporate governance. Journal of Business Ethics, 7/0(1), 45-59.
Gift, M. J., Gift, P., & Zheng, Q. (2013). Cross-cultural perceptions of business ethics: Evidence from the United States and China. Journal of Business Ethics, 114(4), 633-642.
Trompenaars, F. (2003). Did the pedestrian die?. Oxford: Capstone.
Lam, K., & Shi, G. (2008). Factors Affecting Ethical Attitudes in Mainland China and Hong Kong. Journal of Business Ethics, 77(4), 463-479. Retrieved from http://www.jstor.org/stable/25075577
Kuntz, J., Kuntz, J., Elenkov, D., & Nabirukhina, A. (2013). Characterizing Ethical Cases: A Cross-Cultural Investigation of Individual Differences, Organisational Climate, and Leadership on Ethical Decision-Making. Journal of Business Ethics, 113(2), 317-331. Retrieved from http://www.jstor.org/stable/23433701


Ashlene Sylvester

