Coaching Across Cultures

Cultural differences can cause immense frustrations and represent a real mystery to many of us. When understood and used constructively however, these differences provide a remarkable source of richness for interactions, learning and growth. 

Integrating the cultural dimension into coaching, which is what my recent book “Coaching Across Cultures”
 is about, is not only necessary to increase coaching’s validity and applicability in today’s intercultural environment. It is also an opportunity to learn from alternative cultural perspectives about crucial areas such as communication, thinking, time, power, identity, purpose, organization, or territory. Bridging coaching and interculturalism leads to a more creative and global form of coaching. 

Reactions to the book published in early 2003 have come from all over the world. A Japanese interculturalist lamented: “My fellow citizens have come to accept US models of management at the expense of Japanese traditions.” Having lost confidence in their own way, she explains how many Japanese are ready to turn to US concepts: Universalism, individualism and directness (typical US cultural orientations) may not feel right to the Japanese but they reckon that, given the success and dominance of the US, the American way must be the right way. Sadly, noticing the apparent acceptance of their models, Americans are reinforced in their belief that their approach has universal validity. Japanese reservations are not made explicit for cultural reasons and therefore go unnoticed.        

Instead of ignoring or denigrating cultural differences, or simply minimizing their importance, “Coaching Across Cultures” invites the participants in coaching relationships to embrace cultural diversity as an opportunity and to leverage the differences. A Japanese colleague saw this as a very empowering message. It does not have to be either the Japanese or the American way; it can be both. 

For example, let’s take the relationship between people and their environment. The Japanese have a culturally dominant propensity for harmony with their environment; the US has largely the dominant preference to feel it can control its environment. In today’s global world, my colleague realizes that these two worldviews need not be mutually exclusive.  Japanese managers foster the harmonious relationships necessary to maintain team cohesion. At the same time, Japan also needs pro-active managers determined to take strong stands and forge the future. In other words, my colleague saw in the dialectical “both-and” model represented in “Coaching Across Cultures” the antidote to what C.K. Prahalad and Kenneth Lieberthal have termed an “imperialist mindset.”
 


Incidentally, this philosophy of valuing differences rather than imposing your norms, values and beliefs, not only applies to national cultures but to all forms of cultures: professional, corporate, socio-political, etc. 


Several leading executives, coaches and interculturalists have already supported “Coaching Across Cultures”. The need to expand on traditional coaching “made in USA” is recognized by many Americans. “Soundview Executive Book Summaries” characterized the book as “building bridges while improving coaching”
.  “Harvard Business School Working Knowledge for business leaders” endorsed the book by having it as its “Featured Book Recommendation” in the summer of 2003. 

I consider coaching both as a profession and as an important function of leadership. I define coaching as the “art of facilitating the unleashing of people’s potential to reach meaningful, important objectives”
. “Coaching Across Cultures” allows the unleashing of additional human potential by systematically tapping into the richness of cultural diversity, into the wisdom that lies in alternative cultural perspectives. 

For example, if your culture considers time as a scarce resource, that belief might have lead you to learn to manage time quite efficiently …but also to be caught in a permanent juggling act, running from one task to the next. A coach, when stuck in this worldview that “time is money,” could paradoxically exacerbate the problem by helping her clients to succeed at cramming even more into an already bursting schedule. By learning to view time as abundant, an outlook other cultures cherish, coachees are able to slow down and see more clearly what is truly essential. Similarly, believing that you are in control will typically lead you to pro-actively make your dreams happen (self-fulfilling prophecies). Yet taken to an extreme, this belief may incite people to succeed at all cost, including cheating or breaking down. On the other hand, when you respect nature and allow it to be in charge, you have to listen to your body and allow time for recuperation. 

Considering these alternative belief systems, as they are represented in different cultures, helps coachees to broaden their perspective. By taking care of themselves and of others they may achieve more sustainable success.  
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