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Cultural Intelligence
P E O P L E  S K I L L S  F O R  A  G L O B A L  W O R K P L A C E

D A V I D  C .  T H O M A S ,  K E R R  I N K S O N

T he need for effective interactions with
people from different cultures is no longer
limited to expatriates or jet-setting cor-

porate troubleshooters. It has become a fun-
damental management skill involving what we
term cultural intelligence (CQ). To develop it,
you (and your clients) must progress through
a series of stages ranging from simply reacting
to external stimuli to adjusting your behavior
in anticipation of subtle changes in cultural
context. While there are numerous ways to
accomplish this goal, including formal educa-
tion and training, experiential learning is key
to increasing CQ.

Consider the following story about a global
manager:

Bill Miller, top American salesman with a
major information technology manufac-
turer, sits in his Mexico City hotel room,
head bowed, running his hands through his
fair wavy hair in frustration. Will his hosts ever
get down to talking business? Don’t they
know he has only a few days in their city?
There is a deal to be made. The preliminary
negotiations, made from a distance, have
gone well. Yet now, two days into his trip
and with only 24 hours more to go, he feels
he is no closer to “closing” than he was
when he arrived. 

It’s not that his Mexican hosts are hostile.
On the contrary, they are extraordinarily
good-natured. They smile broadly at him,
take a personal interest in him, and certainly

look after all his physical needs. The hotel,
for example, is excellent. It is just that the
Mexicans show very little interest in talking
business. The manager who has been as-
signed to look after Bill is a good host, but
he is not party to the deal Bill wants to
negotiate. On the way in from the airport,
when Bill brought up the subject of his sales
presentation, which he had carefully pre-
pared before the trip, his host seemed sur-
prised that Bill wanted to talk about it.
“Plenty of time for that later,” he advised.
“For the moment, you must be tired from
your flight. Why not relax for a day or two
and do some sightseeing first? I can look
after you.” 

And so, Bill spent the first day being
shown around Mexico City, struggling to
conceal his impatience. On the second day,
however, his host introduced him to the
senior managers concerned with the pro-
posed purchase and acquiesced to Bill’s sug-
gestion that he make his presentation on
the third morning. Again, they were very
sociable, but seemed surprised at his haste.
Eventually they reluctantly agreed to an
“after-work” discussion at 5 P.M.

Bill prepared carefully and arrived
promptly at the meeting room with his
PowerPoint ® display. There was no one
there, just a cabinet of drinks and prepared
nibbles. Gradually, however, the executives
drifted in. They engaged Bill conversation-
ally in English and began to ask questions.



But the questions were not about the
equipment, but about Bill’s company, its
history, its plans, and its future expansion in
Latin America. 

Next, they moved on to Bill himself, his
history in the company, his views of the IT
industry and their own industry, his assess-
ment of future economic policies, even his
wife, family, and hobbies. Bill was still impa-
tient. He wanted to get on with his presen-
tation, but he did not want to offend his
hosts, so he answered their questions and
waited for a break in conversation to intro-
duce his presentation. Eventually, during a
pause, he said, “Thanks, I am so grateful for
your hospitality. Now, I wonder if we might
sit down and let me go through my presen-
tation. I think we have a real good deal here
for your company.”

There was an embarrassed silence. Then
the Deputy CEO said slowly, “Unfortu-
nately, I think Mr. Alvarez may already have
gone home.” Sure enough, he had dis-
appeared. He was the CEO, and without 
his signature there could be no deal. “May-
be . . .” said the deputy CEO, “maybe
tomorrow? In the meantime, why not come
out to dinner, where we can get to know
each other better?” This time, Bill pleaded
fatigue. 

How on earth, he wondered, did these
people ever sell anything to each other, or
buy anything from each other, let alone
from him?

Back at his home, Juan Alvarez lit a 
cigarette thoughtfully. The American had
looked so ill at ease, so much a man in a
hurry, that Juan just hadn’t felt like sticking
around. He had wanted to try to build a
business relationship, the opportunity to
make many years of deals, not just one.
Miller had thrown it back in his face. He had
seen it before with Americans.

How on earth, he wondered, did they
ever learn to really trust each other in
business? 

The story of Bill Miller and Juan Alvarez is
typical—one that is enacted again and again
in business negotiations around the world.
Businesspeople wonder how to deal with peo-

ple from other countries, other cultures, or
other ethnic groups; and they are often left
puzzled and frustrated because they simply
haven’t felt tuned in to the people they have
been dealing with. The ability to learn what is
needed has been limited by our own narrow
thinking about interacting effectively across
cultures. We have tried to solve the problem
of cultural differences by simply learning and
teaching what other cultures are like. 

Information about other cultures abounds.
Research by cultural anthropologists and
other academics has been useful in establish-
ing cultural stereotypes
of the world’s cultures
and subcultures and
provides a starting point
for anticipating cultur-
ally based behavior.
Understanding some of
the main cultural differ-
ences between countries
and how they are mani-
fested in business be-
havior is an important
first step to intercultural
effectiveness, but it is
only a first step. Re-
search on cultural difference can at most pro-
vide only a broad statement of cultural
identity—the sort that claims Japanese behave
in this way and Americans in that way. Gen-
eralizations about a country are likely to con-
ceal huge variances within that country
stemming from religious, tribal, or ethnic dif-
ferences; detailed forms of special protocol;
and regional variations, for example. 

The laundry-list approach to cross-cultural
understanding provides an overview of a par-
ticular country—such as key cultural charac-
teristics, regional or organizational variations,
expected behavior, detailed customs, speech
inflections, and expressions and actions that
might be considered offensive—as well as
functional information like cost of living,
health services, and education system. You can
buy books of this type about most countries. 

Lists of cultural attributes have their place,
but they are cumbersome and require docu-
menting every trait of every conceivable cul-
tural variant and the drills and routines that
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cater to each. While this kind of intensive
preparation for a single, defined destination
may be appropriate for an extended visit, for
most of us our engagements with other cultures
are limited to a less intensive interaction with a
variety of cultures. If we are traveling in, or
entertaining business visitors from, half a dozen
countries, should we memorize the laundry list
for each one? If we are suddenly introduced to
people of culturally different backgrounds, how
can we adapt to the situation? 

The essence of culture is subtler and harder
to express in print than is possible in a formal
and abstract list of facts. Such knowledge
needs to be supplemented by and integrated
with experience of the culture. 

An Intelligent Solution
Our solution to the problem is to become cul-
turally intelligent.

Cultural intelligence is being skilled and
flexible about understanding a culture, learn-
ing increasingly more about it, and gradually
shaping one’s thinking to be more sympathetic
to the culture and one’s behavior to be more
fine-tuned and appropriate when interacting
with others from the culture. 

Culturally intelligent people are like the
ancient Greek Proteus. Proteus was a super-
natural character in Homer’s Odyssey, a sea
dweller who could change shape at will and 
become a fish, or a lion, or a tree, or a fire, 
according to the situation he was in. This
adaptation was guided by knowledge and
mindfulness of the situation. Similarly, global
managers of today and tomorrow must learn
to be flexible enough to adapt knowledgably
to each new cultural situation they face.

Cultural intelligence has three parts:

■ Knowledge—of culture and of the funda-
mental principles of cross-cultural interac-
tions. This means knowing what culture is,
how cultures vary, and how culture affects
behavior.

■ Mindfulness—the ability to pay attention in
a reflective and creative way to cues in the
cross-cultural situations encountered.

■ Behavioral skills—based on knowledge and
mindfulness. These skills become competent
across a wide range of situations and involve
choosing the appropriate behavior from a well-
developed repertoire of behaviors that are cor-
rect for different intercultural situations.

The three elements are interrelated and
evoke a cycle or repetition in which each new
challenge is built upon until cultural intelli-
gence is ultimately achieved. Thus besides ac-
quiring growing competence in a specific
culture, you simultaneously acquire general
cultural intelligence, making each new cul-
tural challenge easier to face because of what
has been learned from the previous ones. 

The intelligence quotient, or IQ, which mea-
sures our ability to reason, paved the way for
the more recent emotional intelligence quotient,
or EQ. Cultural intelligence (and its measure,
CQ) builds on these earlier concepts and in-
corporates the capability to interact effectively
across cultures.

The concept of cultural intelligence is dif-
ficult to put into practice on an ongoing basis,
requiring time and effort to develop a high CQ
and concomitant skills. Years of studying,
observing, reflecting, and experimenting go
into building a truly skilled performance. 

Developing Cultural Intelligence
The development of cultural intelligence
occurs in several stages:

STAGE 1: REACTIVITY to external stimuli

A starting point is mindlessly following one’s
own cultural rules and norms. This stage is
typical of individuals with very little exposure
to or interest in other cultures. Parochial in-
dividuals do not even recognize that cultural
differences exist, or they consider them incon-
sequential. People at this stage of development
can be heard to say things like “I don’t see dif-
ferences,” and “I treat everyone the same.”

STAGE 2: RECOGNITION of other cultural
norms and motivation to learn more about them

Experience and mindfulness produce a new-
found awareness of the multicultural mosaic
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that surrounds us, which can lead to an over-
whelming amount of new information.
Curiosity is aroused, and the individual wants
to learn more. People at this stage often strug-
gle to sort through the complexity of the cul-
tural environment. They search for simple
rules of thumb to guide their behavior. 

STAGE 3: ACCOMMODATION of other
cultural norms and rules

Reliance on absolutes disappears. A deeper
understanding of cultural variation begins to
develop. The cultural norms and rules of var-
ious societies begin to seem comprehensible
and even reasonable in their context. The
recognition of appropriate behavioral re-
sponses to different cultural situations devel-
ops, but adaptive behavior takes a lot of effort
and is often awkward. People at this stage
know what to say and do in a variety of cul-
tural situations. However, they have to think
about it, and adaptive behavior does not feel
natural.

STAGE 4: ASSIMILATION of diverse cultural
norms into alternative behaviors

At this stage, adjusting to different situations
no longer requires much effort. Individuals
develop a repertoire of behaviors from which
they can choose, depending on the specific
cultural situation. They function in a number
of different cultures almost effortlessly and
with no more stress than if they were in their
home culture. Members of other cultures
accept them as culturally knowledgeable and
feel comfortable interacting with them. They
feel at home almost anywhere.

STAGE 5: PROACTIVITY in cultural
behavior based on recognition of changing
cues that others do not perceive

People with high CQs have the ability to sense
changes in cultural context, sometimes even
before members of the other culture. They are
so attuned to the nuances of intercultural
interactions that they automatically adjust
their behavior to anticipate these changes and
facilitate better exchanges. They intuitively
know what behaviors are required and how to
execute them effectively. Individuals at this
stage of development may be quite rare, but it

is a level of cultural intelligence to which we
all might aspire.

People at higher levels of cultural intelli-
gence have a cognitively complex perception of
their environment. They are able to make con-
nections between seemingly disparate pieces
of information. They describe people and
events in terms of many different characteris-
tics and are able to see the links among these
characteristics. They can see a coherent pat-
tern in a cultural situation without knowing
what the final picture might look like.

Culturally intelligent individuals are able
to see past the stereotypes that a superficial
understanding of cultural differences gener-
ates. They realize that knowledge of the cul-
ture of a country or region is valuable only in
the context of its religious, philosophical, and
historical issues. For example, the Kurds, Shia
Muslims, and Sunni Muslims in Iraq share a
significant amount of cultural background. But
knowing the history of their interactions over
the centuries is necessary to truly understand
the values, attitudes, and beliefs that underlie
their behavior toward each other and the out-
side world.

Raising CQ is not a linear process but in-
stead requires learning through one’s own
experience and through social interactions.
Tuning into the critical differences between
oneself and others in culture and background
requires knowledge about how culture affects
behavior and implies both mindfulness of the
context and openness to different behavior.
Retaining this knowledge requires the ability
to transfer the lessons gained from a specific
experience to broader skills in other settings,
and then practicing those skills in future inter-
actions. The more frequently and mindfully
behaviors are tried out and are successful, the
more quickly cultural intelligence improves.

The iterative and long-term nature of gain-
ing cultural intelligence is provided in the fol-
lowing example:

Jenny Stephens is a 35-year-old executive
working for the French subsidiary of an
American multinational. After meeting and
marrying a Frenchman in New York, she
moved to Paris; she speaks fluent French and
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interacts with French relatives and friends
and colleagues on a regular basis. When
asked if she felt she understood French cul-
ture, she said: “I have been here for seven
years. In an almost predictable manner, I
have found that whenever I begin to get a
sense that now I really understand the
French, something strange will happen that
will throw me off completely. As I would
reflect on the event and talk it over with my
husband and friends, I would begin to de-
velop a more complex view of the French.
Then, things would go fine for several
months until the whole process would re-
peat itself in some other area.”

In this case, Jenny is practicing a kind of
mindfulness by recognizing unusual cultural
behavior and discussing it with those close to
her. In this way, each instance of strange cul-
tural behavior builds on her previous knowl-
edge and contributes to her development of
cultural intelligence.

While long-term foreign experiences like
the one described above are perhaps the best
opportunities for gaining cultural intelligence,
numerous other situations and activities can
also be drawn upon. These range from formal
education to various informal interactions.
Regardless of the specific context for inter-
action with other cultures, we specify the fol-
lowing “rules of engagement” that managers
should keep in mind as they approach inter-
actions with individuals from different back-
grounds:

■ Become knowledgeable about your own 
culture and background, its biases and idio-
syncrasies, and the way this is unconsciously re-
flected in your own perceptions and behavior.

■ Deliberately increase mindfulness by ex-
pecting differences in others. View different
behavior as novel rather than strange, and sus-
pend judgment of it.

■ Be attentive to behavioral cues and their
possible interpretations, and to the likely effect
of your behavior on others.

■ Adapt your behavior in ways that you are
comfortable with that also are appropriate for
new situations. 

■ Be mindful of responses to your behavioral
adaptation.

■ Experiment with methods of adapting intu-
itively to new situations, and build your com-
fort level in acquiring a repertoire of new
behavior.

■ Practice new behaviors that work, until
they become automatic.

Conclusion 
As an essentially experiential process, improv-
ing cultural intelligence is both physically and
emotionally taxing. Facilitating its develop-
ment involves coaching in the best sense of
the term. While it’s hard work, the steps to
achieving cultural intelligence are easy to
assimilate. By following a few simple guide-
lines you can improve your CQ and develop
the ability to act competently across a range of
cultural situations. Moreover, the confidence
and control that comes with cultural intelli-
gence is well worth the effort. ■
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