Presenting across borders, Part 2: Cultural taboos
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	Our two-part series on the challenges of presenting to international audiences concludes with several tips from experts on how to "taboo-proof" your presentation and avoid embarrassing gaffes, along with a list of useful follow-up resources. 
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September 28, 2000 – In the first section of this two-part series, we focused on how to best anticipate and overcome language barriers. Here, we'll examine how to avoid cultural taboos in your presentation and provide a few pointers on how to adapt your visuals and speaking style to your host country's cultural customs. And in the resources listed at the end of this article, you'll find more in-depth information on cultural traditions like handing out business cards, using personal titles, dressing appropriately, presenting gifts and making small talk. (Click here to jump ahead.) 

Lessons learned The following tips were gleaned from experts in cross-cultural communication as well as from presenters in the international trenches. 

Build in longer breaks. Listening or learning for extended periods in a second or third language is taxing, so many international presenters give their groups longer breaks, which not only recharges batteries but gives participants a chance to converse in their native language. 

Tread carefully with gestures and eye contact. Any number of gestures presenters use unconsciously can cause international audiences to snicker, or worse, recoil in horror. To wit: Using the American OK sign in Brazil (which is roughly equivalent to our third-finger salute), pointing or beckoning with the index finger in Middle or Far Eastern countries (far more acceptable is to use a fist or open hand), emphatic or dramatic gestures in some Scandinavian countries (a black mark on your credibility) and showing the soles of your shoes in Singapore - for instance, by crossing your legs with one ankle on a knee or by propping up your feet. (The foot area is considered "unclean.") 

Similarly, sustained eye contact in some cultures (Philippines, Japan) is considered an invasion of privacy; speakers there will want to sweep their gaze rather than keep it trained on individuals. Two books in the resource list (Kiss, Bow or Shake Hands and Do's and Taboos Around the World) offer more exhaustive lists of specific gestures that can get you in hot water around the world. Until you know all the rules, consider saying it with words rather than gestures. 

Check your humor at customs. The best advice on humor: Leave it at home. Jokes and humorous stories are so often tied to cultural nuance and context that they rarely translate well. To those who think self-deprecating humor might be an answer, Bill Weech, a director of training programs for the U.S. State Department, reminds us that in cultures where a speaker or trainer is placed on a higher pedestal than in America (as is the case in many Arab and some Asian cultures), "poking fun at yourself will be too strong a contradiction to the image they have of you." 

Screen your text, visuals and audience participation techniques. There are some things your own "cultural screening" will never catch, so when possible ask an overseas sponsor, a co-worker or peer with extensive in-country business experience (preferably a native) or even a foreign graduate student studying at a nearby U.S. university to review your presentation for potential problem areas. But make sure your screener has something concrete to review, says Weech. "If you ask people in advance of developing content what's likely to cause trouble, they usually have a hard time knowing," he says, "but if you can show them specific text, techniques or visuals, it's easier for them to alert you to areas that might be problematic." 

Consider how you use audience participation techniques in collectivist cultures. Techniques designed to involve and engage audiences in the United States can have far different implications in other cultures. In collectivist cultures, like many in Asia or Latin America, the group's needs take precedence over individual desires, and being singled out for attention can cause embarrassing loss - or gain - of "face" for individuals or groups. 

Despite having researched the issue, Scott Simmerman got a revealing lesson in face the first time he presented in Singapore. Simmerman asked his audience to split up into smaller groups to discuss his key points. But when small-group spokespeople summarized the findings of their groups, rather than giving typical two- or three-minute overviews, each felt compelled to discuss in great detail and to heap praise upon virtually every idea contributed by each fellow team member. To not receive that level of attention would be for those teammates a public loss of face. But the 10-minute soliloquies wreaked havoc on Simmerman's session timeline, so for future small-group work he gently suggested a three-minute limit on each summary, indicated by alarm clock. "It wasn't the perfect answer, but it largely took the face issue out of their hands and they accepted it as a good compromise," he says. 

Avoid colors, graphics and icons that could confuse or offend. Colors, photos and graphics used in PowerPoint slides, Web-based multimedia shows, overheads or handouts can also carry far different meaning in cultures outside the United States. Using a green background for a humorous quote might be considered offensive in some Islamic countries, and purple is strongly associated with death and mourning in Brazil and Mexico. 

Even icons or other visual cues can need translation. In a study on cross-cultural interpretation of images, Robert Griffin, an instructional specialist in the business school of Pennsylvania State University, asked participants from Japan, Sweden, Tanzania and the United States to identify 15 black-and-white symbols from the clip art collection of a popular presentation software package. When asked to identify what Americans consider the common symbol for a star, Swedish participants offered 20 different interpretations, and Japanese respondents gave a dozen more, with one identifying it as a sea urchin. "If art doesn't relate to your message or is too U.S.-centric, it can be more confusing than helpful," says Weech. 

Establish relationships and mix groups carefully in hierarchical cultures. Thomas Zweifel, a consultant with the New York-based Swiss Consulting Group, made "one of the biggest mistakes of my young working life" while consulting with a firm in India. When Zweifel arrived, his original contact - the organization's managing director - was temporarily off-site, so Zweifel sought out the second in command. But, perhaps reflecting the influence of the country's caste system, "the managing director never forgave me for that and kept undermining my efforts because I hadn't carefully cultivated a relationship and common vision with him first," Zweifel says. 

Pamela Pappas Stanoch, president of the Minneapolis-based consulting firm Window on the World Inc., also reminds us that in hierarchical cultures, mixing different employee levels - say, executives with frontliners in a breakout session - is often taboo. "Hierarchy and status play a much bigger role, and people aren't used to mingling with their bosses," she says. 

Remember that credentials can carry greater weight overseas. Pappas Stanoch says presenters often need to be more expansive in stressing their credentials when speaking outside the United States. "Some cultures have much lower trust levels, and you cease to be a viable source to listen to if your credentials aren't amply established up front," she says. When Pappas Stanoch trains foreign businesspeople coming to work in the United States, her average personal introduction is between 13 and 17 minutes. With American groups, it's just three to five minutes. 

Whatever your destination or purpose, one piece of advice from consultant Patricia Kurtz will always put you in good stead with cross-lingual audiences: "Whenever English speakers have an international encounter, it's wise to remember that we may be the guests geographically, but we are the hosts linguistically." 


Some resources to know before you go 

A few good books 

· The Global Speaker: An English Speaker's Guide to Making Presentations Around the World by Patricia L. Kurtz (Amacom Books) 

· Do's and Taboos Around the World by Roger E. Axtell (John Wiley & Sons Inc.), one in a series of books by Axtell on adjusting to business customs in numerous foreign cultures. 

· Put Your Best Foot Forward, a series of books by Mary Bosrock (International Education Systems) on doing business in various countries and cultures around the world. 

· Kiss, Bow or Shake Hands: How to Do Business in 60 Countries by Terri Morrison, Wayne Conaway and George Borden (Bob Adams, Inc).

A few good Web sites 

· Berlitz International Inc.
The mother lode of resources for globetrotting businesspeople. This site covers cross-cultural orientation, translation and interpretation services and language instruction. For information on individual countries, go to Global Business and click on "country destination pages." Berlitz's GlobalNet division offers localization and translation services for software, multimedia, Web site and other presentation-related content. 

· David Kennedy Center for International Studies
Of particular value at this Brigham Young University center's site are its Culturegrams, four-page documents packed with cultural insights on over 175 countries, each briefing written by natives or individuals with extensive in-country experience. A free sample is available on the site. 

· U.S. State Department
Features in-depth profiles of most countries (click on "Regions"). Novice travelers might also consider calling the embassy of the country they're visiting, located in Washington, D.C., for more insight or possible travel advisories.
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