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Why is the Russian guy stepping on my toes?

Facts and myths about cultural intelligence and why it’s critical in Canada

0, you are living in a multi-cul-

tural society, perhaps have

friends from diverse cultures

and you may even be game at
times to try out different cultural
cuisines. Does that make you cultur-
ally intelligent? Try your hand at this
round of rapid-fire, true-false brain
teasers:

oIf you are in the Persian Gulf, being
served sheep’s head on your plate
makes you an honoured guest.

A grasshopper is a “pest” in Canada,
a “pet” in China and an “appetizer”
in northern Thailand.

°In Russia, whether at pleasure or
work, if a person accidentally steps
on another person’s foot, it is com-
mon for the person who was stepped
on to lightly step on the foot of the
other in return to avoid future con-
flicts

*The Swiss have perfected the nega-
tive mental attitude so it works pos-
itively, by having the happy knack of
seeing the downside of any situation.

If you answered true (no credit for
guesswork) to all the statements
above, give yourself a pat on the back.
You are at least cognizant culture is
like a labyrinth.

As a concept, cultural intelligence
— which measures a person’s capa-
bility to function effectively in situa-
tions characterized by cultural diver-
sity — has gained prominence only in
the last six or seven years. That’s new
compared to the concepts of emotion-
al intelligence (about 20 years old)
and IQ (more than 100 years old).

Cultural intelligence or intercultur-
al competence begins where emotion-
al intelligence ends, although both
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have the common element of the abili-
ty to suspend judgment. As your expe-
rience of cultural differences becomes
more complex, your potential compe-
tence in intercultural interactions in-
creases. This state is characterized by
cognitive, affective (emotional) and
physical aspects of intelligence work-
ing in harmony to enable you to easily
move across cultural contexts.

Some professionals think: “I am
brilliant in my job. Why do I need to
be interculturally competent?”

To put things simply, with chang-
ing demographics and the new Cana-
dian talent pool, there are diverse
cultures converging at the work-
place, engaging in a multitude of cul-
tural interactions. Some of these in-
teractions are positive while others
result in conflict or a stress point.

In isolation, these stress points may
not amount to much. But when they
keep accumulating like “drops in a
pond,” they ultimately cause a ripple
that can prove costly for any organiza-
tion in terms of loss of productivity
and morale, diversity-related incidents
and even human rights complaints.

Hence, irrespective of whether

you're an international business trav-
eler or a cubicle dweller, it becomes
imperative to understand the impact
of culture on management and how
intercultural competence can give
you a competitive advantage, not just
in your career but for the organiza-
tion as a whole.

Canada’s changing demographics
are going to make this even more ur-
gent. By 2017, Canada’s 150th birth-
day, roughly one out of every five
Canadians will be a visible minority
and about 70 per cent of them will be
born outside Canada, according to
Statistics Canada.

Can cultural intelligence be devel-
oped? Yes. It can be developed in psy-
chologically healthy and professional-
ly competent people, involving
progression on a continuum where
you can move from a stage of complete
denial of cultural differences, transi-
tioning through defense/reversal
stages towards minimization, accep-
tance and the final stage of adaptation.

There’s one final myth that needs
dispelling: Some people think, with
the world getting smaller and with
powerful brands such as McDonald’s
and Coca-Cola omnipresent around
the world, cultures are disappearing.
It’s a popular notion and it’s easy to
subscribe to. But it’s simply not true.

Anuj Madhok is practice leader for
Haute Culture, a Toronto-based
boutique consulting firm specializing
in culture and diversity. He can be
reached at
amadhok@hauteculture.org or visit
www.hauteculture.org for more
information.
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