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ith many regional or global companies, the

purchasing and supply functions have been

at the forefront of moves to establish inte-

grated international organisations. The ben-
efits of regional or global sourcing, logistics and supply
chain integration have been well recognised and pursued
with great energy.

The decision to establish an international supply chain
has often been driven by the need to cut costs and reduce
inventory, while at the same time improving customer
service. The opportunity to do so has been provided by
advances in management thinking, communications tech-
nology and planning and distribution systems.

An integrated and holistic approach to supply chain
management and customer satisfaction is not, however,
just the sum of its systems and contracts, its computers,
warehouses and planning algorithms. It is a complex
human organisation in which trust, reliability, openness
and attitudes are just as important.

Organisations have often begun their efforts towards
integration through their systems strategies and through
globalising their organisation structures. This is a valuable
first step in putting the elements of the supply chain in
close contact with each other and in building high levels of
transparency and interdependence. As is usual in periods of
major organisational transition, the management and
people implications of these changes have lagged behind
the grand strategy and the technology.

Managers in regional or global organisations are strug-
gling with a range of challenges in attempting to manage

international business culture

International supply chains are
increasingly common but merely
imposing your practices on other
business cultures can be very
destructive. Kevan Hall and

Tony Poots argue that flexibility
and understanding are essential

Global

warming

these types of organisations. There are three main needs
where the challenges are creating particular difficulties:

@ the need to create loyalty, trust and a community of
interest in groups of people who may be from different
organisations and cultures and who rarely (if ever) meet;

® the need to establish a new management role and style,
to enable the right balance of control and autonomy in
widely dispersed organisations;

@ the need to integrate top-down global approaches with
bottom-up local learning and experience.

The three factors that seem to cause most difficulty in
resolving these challenges are cultural differences, physical
remoteness and sheer business complexity. The Centre for
International Business Studies UK was established in 1994
to help international managers address these issues and, in
particular, to develop a training approach to the key chal-
lenges we had identified.

In the cultural field, we work with the CIBS “Seven
dimensions of culture” model developed by Fons Trompe-
naars and outlined in his best-selling book Riding the Waves
of Culture. The model describes the underlying dimensions
on which people differ around the world, supported by a
live database of how more than 26,000 people from 53
countries have told us they would respond when faced with
some everyday life and management challenges. We use
this information to challenge the assumptions of partici-
pants about how business is conducted and to help them to
develop international strategies.

Interest in cross-cultural management has exploded in
recent years as organisations have dashed headlong to
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