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Abstract: Developed economies have demonstrated their astuteness and prowess on the reinforcement of 

business cultures and etiquette that have contributed immensely to their businesses becoming internationally 

competitive and reputable. This study focused on how business culture is ofsignificance as a barometer of either 

promoting organisational success or being a barrier on the international arena by collating and comparing 

different countries’ business cultures across the globe. This qualitative study based on the interpretivism 

philosophy used the triangulation approach of mainly desk research (library analysis) and interviews with some 

different business leaders in Zimbabwe.One of the major finding was that countries with widely known and 

strong business cultures had an edge in terms of getting business and even foreign investment opportunitiesover 

those whose business cultures are not known much and weak. Economies that struggle have large disparities 

among their different sectors on how they conduct their businesses. The study concludes that to do foreign 

business successfully, there is need to understand the business culture of that particular country first in order to 

enhance client relations and market segmentation. 

 

Key terms 

Business culture- common understanding and shared meaning on how to handle business dealings and the 

nature of conduct to be exhibited or portrayed. 

Expectation- anticipation of certain business etiquette and behaviour. 

Failure- business stagnation as evidenced by lack of growth, expansion and at times operational challenges 

such as loss making. 

Organisational success- improvement of performance in terms of sales growth, increased market share, profit 

making and business growth. 
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I. Introduction and background 
Business culture, which in the context of this paper, can be taken as the general business practices and 

approaches of a particular country that help potential business investors and dealers to appreciate what they 

should expect in that country and a key aspect of the international business environment assessment. Culture is 

arrangement of different attributes that express an organization and differentiate firms in one country from those 

in other countries (Hopkins, 2017). Business culture is the collective thinking of minds which create a difference 

between the businesses of one group from another (Kegan & Lahey, 2016). Business culture is made up of 

different values and behaviours that are considered to guide business to success (Elsmore, 2017). In 

international business it is gained knowledge, explanations, values, beliefs, communication and behaviours of 

large group of companies in a particular geographical location and influenced by policies, rules and regulations 

(Matthew, 2019). Business culture is integrated, with each element connected and influencing another and one 

cannot isolate certain aspects of it without producing a distorted viewpoint.  These aspects are interlinked, 

directly impacting one another to create the prevailing situation (Henry, 2019; Hopkins, 2017). Business culture 

is learned; in fact, it must be learnedand alsoshared (Ross, 2016). For a belief or behaviour to be considered 

cultural, it must be shared (Harris, Mayo, Prince&Tooey, 2013) and must be considered appropriate by the 

society to be a custom (Henry, 2019).Language is one of the most obviously shared elements of any business 

culture (Evans, 2018; Tomalin & Nicks, 2007). 

Perhaps anthropology’s greatest contribution to organizational behaviour is its emphasis on the ability 

to facilitate the understanding of peoples in other countries or organizations (Buchanan, 2019; Lavenda& 

Schultz, 2010). Thislearning about business cultures is accomplished by noting differences in values, attitudes 

and behaviour (Lavenda& Schultz, 2010). Rather than focusing on the individual business, as in other 

disciplines, the focus here is on the macro level, as in group processes and multinational organizations (Hurt, 
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2016).This business cultural understanding is particularly important in today’s workplace as different people 

(citizens and foreigners) learn to manage diversity and globalisation, whether one is assigned to deal with 

another organisation in another country or becomes a member of a virtual team (Ferraro &Briody, 2017). 

 

The Significance of Culture 
Recognizing the importance of culture in the business world is an important step towards success in the 

global marketplace. Understanding a country’s business culture is a sign of respect that helps to foster effective 

communication, which attributes to business success. Developing an appreciation of another culture does not 

have to be difficult. Here are some vital considerations to keep in mind (Hurt, 2016; Martin & Chaney, 2012; 

Ross, 2016): 

 Cultural Stories: Each culture has underlying themes. Values and attributes such as frugality, trust, 

honesty, accountability and endurance may be viewed differently in other countries. In most cases, these 

attributes translate into varying expectations for business partnerships and negotiations mostly abroad. 

 Communication: In many cultures, communication, including non-verbal, may be subtle and nuanced, 

rather than the direct approach often associated with some countries. It is prudent therefore to learn how people 

in targeted foreign market use words and phrases, hand gestures, body language and other cues to communicate. 

It is also critical to identify non-verbal gestures used in that market (country)that are acceptable and those which 

are not, in order to avoid offending or embarrassing a new business partner (Chawla, 2017).  

 Decision Making: It is important to know how businesses particularly in other countries make decisions 

e.g. individually or as part of a large group? In some countries, it may prolong by taking months to issue a group 

decision on a contract, yet elsewhere, unilateral decision-making could be the accepted norm. 

 Time Perception: It is ideal to know how potential overseas partners perceive time and deadlines. While 

punctuality is observed and reinforced in one culture. In other countries for a meeting, time could be considered 

as more of a suggestion than a hard-and-fast schedule. Similarly, some cultures may place greater emphasis on 

long-term planning and overall company health, viewing success not through the lens of short term fiscal reports 

but rather from a perspective of long term programmes such as five-year blueprints. 

Given the above, from a research perspective, the importance of studying the business culture enables one to 

look at the interactions in the global world and even the attitudes and working behaviour (Fusch& Gillespie, 

2012; Mathew, 2019). 

 

II. Problem statement 
National economic growth hinges largely on fluid business practices that promote national identity and 

become universally known and appreciated. Such business practices are centred on business culture and 

etiquette, which areusually taken for granted, yet success largely depends on that. A number of developed 

countries have been able to market their business culture as epitomised by their approach and serious manneron 

how they treat business practices, yet some developingcountries such as Zimbabwe seem to undermine that and 

instead attempt to emulate other countries’ business cultures. This lack of a shared business culture is 

detrimental to getting foreign business partners interested in dealing with businesses in such countries as it 

drowns their level of confidence. 

 

III. Research questions 
1.  What is the importance of having good knowledge of a particular country’sbusiness culture? 

2.  What are the key considerations or dimensions that define a country’s business culture? 

3.  How can comparisons between different nationalbusiness cultures influencebusiness opportunities abroad? 

4.  What are the major reasons affecting the understanding of business culture in some foreign countries? 

 

 

IV. Literature review 
The following Table 1 shows key dimensions that are considered key to defining a country’s business culture 

and etiquette based on desk research (secondary data) for selected countries across the globe. 
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Table 1: Synopsis of different countries business cultures 
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V. Methodology 
The research was purely qualitative and adopted the interpretivism philosophy (Markey &Gass, 

2016;Merriam &Grenier, 2019)anchored on the use of the triangulationtechnique that comprised the use of desk 

research (secondary data)and interviews.The key informants interviewed, as well as, the sampled countrieswere 

selected using the judgemental sampling technique (Flick, 2018;Hennink, Hutter& Bailey, 2020;Leedy&Omrod, 

2016). The Content analysis was used to analyse the data and complimented by narrative statements in order to 

buttress some of the findings (Cresswell, 2014; Silverman, 2016; Hennink, Hutter& Bailey, 2020). 

 

VI. Findings 

Importance of knowing a particular national or country business culture  

 influences how people from different nationalities can interact with each other.  

 guides decision-making, behaviour, thinking patterns and values. 

 determines business relationships which are pivotal to future or long-term deals. 

 influences marketing strategies. 

 guides how negotiations can be done in order to reach an amicable solution. 

 

Key Informant 1said ‘International business success hinges on the ability to understand and sustain culture 

developments in those countries that create opportunities to do business with’’. 

Key informant 2said ‘Understanding a foreign country’s culture helps one to ascertain the probabilities of 

doing cordial and effective business as one would be already aware of the counterpart expectations’’ 

 

Key variables that define a country’s business culture 

The six major variables dimensions that should be considered are; dress code, greetings, preparation and 

conduct of meetings, negotiations, gifts and business cards.  

Key informant 3 had this to say ‘’Key areas that impact on international business hinge on the language you 

use with a foreigner, body language, andbusiness acumen that should convince the other party’’ 

 

Different cultures on business opportunities abroad  

Culture profoundly influences how people think, communicate, and behave when conducting business abroad. It 

also affects the kinds of transactions they make and the way they negotiate them as epitomised by: 

 Negotiating goal (contract or relationship?) 

 Negotiating attitude (win-lose or win-win?) 

 Personal style (informal or formal?) 

 Communication (direct or indirect?) 

 Sensitivity to time (high or low?) 

 Emotionalism (high or low?) 

 Form of agreement (general or specific?) 

 Building an agreement (bottom up or top down?) 

 Team organization(one leader or group consensus?) 

 Risk taking (high or low?) 

 

Key informant 4 had this to say ‘’Apart from culture there are also considerations of perceptions about 

business prudence and professionalism ,as well as, country image (political risk) which should also be 

considered when exploiting business opportunities abroad’’ 

 

Major reasons affecting the understanding of business culture in foreign country 

These include mainly: 

 Language barrier. 

 Strenuous government bureaucratic tendencies resulting in loss of patience. 

 Too much formalisation of business procedures and processes. 

 Discriminatory tendencies culminating in undermining one’s country of business origin. 

 Host country international business policies. 

Key informant 5 said ‘’ There are a number of factors that affect comprehension of a foreign country’s 

business culture which even goes back to trading patterns during pre-colonial era, impact of global 

technological developments, individual country perceptions and  attitude, religious tolerance’’ 
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VII. Conclusion 
Despite people from different business cultures conducting business, in the international business 

context, mutual understanding of each other's business culture is fundamental for business success.There is need 

to understand the business culture and etiquette of a particular country that any firm intends to invest or market 

its products or services in such a country. Knowing and practicing common customs will also help one to relax, 

avoid embarrassment and focus on the matters at hand on critical occasions. Knowing business culture can also 

help to do market segmentation and improve customer/client relations in light of globalisation. 
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