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The type of service you
experience in the air is
determined by your cultural
background, write Kevan Hall
and tennifer Choudhuri

It's late, your last meeting ran late, the
traffic to the airport was hell and you just
made it to the check-in for your long-haul
flight to Australia. There are only two
seats left and you have a choice" the seats
are next to a Japanese or a Texan busi-
nessman. You are tired and just want to
sleep on the fl ight. Which would you
choose, and why?

Many Europeans would choose the
Japanese as "then I know we would sit
quietly next to each other and, maybe
just before landing we would say how
nice i t  was to meet  and exchange
cards". With the Texan the risk is that
"he will want to tell you all about his
life and ask you embarrassing questions
about the kind of things that strangers
have no right to know".

These comments, from cross-cultural
training workshops*, are stereotypes, of
course, but as business travel increases,
more people are flying on airlines from
cultures and countries very different
from their own.

ll airlines have styles and stan-
dards which are desisned to

Rgive good service as defined
by their different cultures. Most
organisations set out to provide good
service and would describe them-
selves as customer oriented, but your
experience might be quite different,
depending on your nationality and
the dominant culture of the airline
crew.

Customers feel most comfortable

business traveller will not appreciate the
"* Thai steward smiling at
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*non by the Centre for International
$ Business Studies (CIBS) in the UKo tel
= 01734 795552, fax 01734 795553.

Are you belng
served?

and confident of service that matches their
perceptions and needs, and they need to
be able to communicate easily with the
service provider. The consumers' "com-

fort zone" has been conditioned in large
part by the experiences they received in
their own cultures. The organisations that
can understand these differences and build
them into the way they give service will
build considerable competitive advantage
and customer loyalty.

Are you well served? That depends on
where you come from. Your attitude to
both giving and receiving service is condi-
tioned by the deep-rooted and subcon-
scious basic assumptions ofyour culture.

For example, the Dutch or German
Austra l ian
f requen tp>

them after spilling coffee on their new
outfit. A Thai, Indonesian or Malaysian
passenger would understand that the par-
ticular smile is parl of the elaborate apolo-
gy process stemming from a holistic view
of customer-server relationshios.

The British stewardess wili frnd it hard
to be pleasant to the Indian passenger who
cal1s out (too loudly) "bring me some
water", without the "please" and then
omits to say "thank you", because in
Indian languages tone and forms of
address are used to ask nicely and receive
politely - not specific add-bn words.

A Korean or Hong Kong
businessperson may not
l ike to sit next to an
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