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Crossing Cultures 
As the world gets smaller, understanding country-specific differences becomes a business imperative. U.S.-
based businesses operating on a global scale ramp up training to help employees better comprehend their 
international co-workers and customers.  
By Ed Frauenheim 

t semiconductor giant Intel, the notion that a manager wouldn’t know how to conduct business in a 
different culture just doesn’t compute. 

    From its Silicon Valley headquarters, the company reaps 70 percent of its revenue outside the United 
States. Its 91,000 employees are spread throughout more than 48 nations. 
In addition, the computer chip maker is trying to become a more customer-
focused firm. That means getting a bead on even the emotional needs of 
potential buyers around the world, making cross-cultural knowledge 
crucial. 

    So when the company set out to create a new leadership program for 
midlevel managers last year, it made firsthand exposure to different 
cultures a cornerstone. Under the program, some 800 midlevel leaders 
during the next eight years will fly to weeklong seminars outside their 
home region, a plan that will likely cost the company more than $3 million. 

    Intel hasn’t yet tried to assess the bottom-line return on this investment, but it’s betting employees come 
away with a deeper understanding of country-specific differences, Intel’s corporate culture and even the 
way members of different business units--say, manufacturing types versus sales managers--go about their 
jobs. 

    "People who are responsible for hundreds of millions of Intel’s wealth and prosperity need to be able to 
understand how to work well on a global basis," says Kevin Gazzara, who led the development of the 
Leading Through People program and now oversees it. 

    Intel isn’t alone in putting more attention on dealing with cultural differences in recent years. Software 
consulting firm Sierra Atlantic, headquartered in Fremont, California, recognizes the importance of family 
and parental guidance in Indian culture with a kind of "take your parents to work" day. The event, in which 
parents of new hires in India are invited to visit and learn about the company, has helped cut by half the 
company’s attrition rate for new college graduates hired in the country. 

    San Francisco-based software firm Freeborders has adapted to its Chinese employees’ tendency to share 
salary information publicly by standardizing pay at defined job levels at its facility in Shenzhen, China. 
Freeborders then varies pay for exceptional performance by reviewing employees at least four times per 
year, and the company cites this and other human resource strategies as key to its success. Revenue this 
year is on pace to grow about 70 percent compared with 2004. 

    And at KLA-Tencor, a high-tech manufacturer based in San Jose, California, Asian employees were 
taught to avoid spamming U.S. executives with excessive e-mails using a Web site from consulting firm 
MeridianEaton Global. With the help of the GlobeSmart site, the employees learned that copying 
executives on e-mails about local matters may be considered polite in Asia, but it is a nuisance to 

Page 1 of 4Crossing Cultures | workforce.com

8/3/2010http://www.workforce.com/archive/feature/24/22/50/index_printer.php



American execs. 

    Thanks to a desire to access emerging markets and manage globally distributed workforces, U.S.-based 
businesses are ramping up investments in training programs and teaching materials that help employees 
better comprehend their international co-workers and customers. They’re also taking steps to adapt to the 
workplace culture in foreign countries. Hard numbers backing up the effectiveness of such programs are 
hard to come by, but advocates argue that the seminars, courses and other initiatives can result in benefits 
such as more deals closed, more effective teamwork and new thinking. 

Inside Intel’s global program  
    Fifteen months ago, Gazzara was put in charge of coming up with a leadership training program for 
midlevel employees who manage departments and oversee other supervisors.  

    One of his reference points was an existing training program for what Intel calls "first-line" managers--
those who supervise a team of people. Having led or facilitated more than two dozen of these sessions, 
Gazzara noticed their tone and content were different around the globe. A key feature of these lower-level 
manager training programs: Attendance tends to be almost exclusively employees from one country or 
region. In other words, some 90 percent of those attending a first-line manager leadership program in 
Bangalore would be from India. 

    In Gazzara’s mind, the new program for middle managers had to do more to foster awareness of Intel’s 
overall culture, the company’s business-unit subcultures and different cultures around the globe. "It’s a 
matter of how you get all of these cultures to perform well together," he says. 

    Gazzara, who is based in Chandler, Arizona, has extensive expertise in workplace management. Now 
50, he joined Intel in 1989, rising through the ranks to manage operations for a video-processing product 
that eventually was incorporated into today’s Pentium processors. After a sabbatical, he switched gears in 
1996 to oversee Intel’s internal university for 10,000 employees in Arizona.  

    In 2001, he earned a doctorate in management and organizational leadership from the University of 
Phoenix.  

    Gazzara traveled internationally for Intel and began developing firsthand knowledge of several cultures. 
In addition, the team that helped him design the new leadership program spanned the globe. Employees in 
China, Russia, the United States and Israel all contributed to the creation of the program. He says it was a 
nightmare to coordinate conference calls. Gazzara’s team made a decision that at least 30 percent of the 
attendees at the midlevel leadership sessions had to come from outside the host region. 

    The programs, held thus far in locales including Ireland, Israel and China, don’t explicitly address 
cultural differences through lectures or reading materials. Instead, seminar content is focused on business 
leadership skills such as setting the pace and executing business plans. But Gazzara and his team designed 
the program so participants would be forced to consider cultural differences. At each workshop, the 50 or 
so midlevel managers attending are divided into geographically diverse teams of six to nine people, and the 
teams must create a new-product business proposal by the end of the week.  

    This crucible setting sparked important learning for Intel marketing manager Dinesh Gohil at a seminar 
this year in Israel. The key, Gohil says, was an uncomfortable experience beyond the program’s formal 
structure. Now based in the United Kingdom, Gohil co-led a team as it put together a business proposal. 
But he noticed that during breaks in the seminar, Israeli members of the team were chatting among 
themselves about the project in the hallway. "I felt a little left out," he recalls. So he confronted his Israeli 
co-leader, told her he felt excluded and asked if he were somehow not doing his job properly. "She said, 
‘There’s nothing going on--it’s just a little corridor conversation,’ " Gohil recalls. "For them, it was entirely 
natural to have that conversation outside a meeting environment. It was a real eye-opener." 

"The way we’ve done training in the 
past, particularly in the global 

environment, may not be the best way 
to do training in the future." 

 --Kevin Gazzara, Intel 
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    Gohil says it was helpful to learn about Israeli workplace culture because he and other Intel employees 
work in geographically diverse teams on a regular basis. 

    Among the challenges for session facilitators is making sure that Asian members, who tend to be less 
vocal than their European, American or Israeli counterparts, are heard.  

    Gohil served as a facilitator at a seminar in Ireland and found himself stepping into a group’s discussion 
to elicit comments from a manager from Penang, Malaysia. The quiet Malaysian employee made a helpful 
remark that put the conversation in a broader context. "It wasn’t that he wasn’t engaged," Gohil says. "He 
was going through a very structured thought process."  

Companies taking note 
    Although Intel isn’t currently doing a bottom-line assessment of Gazzara’s program for midlevel 
managers, the company is committed to the project. After a pilot session last year, Intel doubled the 
number of seminars slated for this year, to eight.  

    One of the advocates of the LTP program is Glenda Dorchak, vice president of Intel’s digital home 
group and general manager of its consumer electronics group. Dorchak spoke at the first session in San 
Jose, California, last December, and ended up acting as the "banker" for the teams of middle managers 
pitching business proposals. She was impressed enough by the program to offer to be its executive sponsor. 
As Dorchak sees it, middle managers at Intel are poised to wrestle with the greatest amount of change 
within the company, and are critical to the future growth of Intel. "Midlevel managers need to have the 
tools and experience to work effectively in a global business and development environment," she says. 

    A key to the program’s success, she says, is the way it is tailored to midlevel managers, exposing them 
to new business roles in a learning environment with colleagues from around the world.  

    "The consistent feedback from the session was that participants could apply key learnings in their 
respective work environments, taking them beyond the classic textbook learning," she says. 

    Gazzara says participants are raving about the workshops in their feedback forms. Recent reviews have 
scored the seminars at 4.61 on a five-point scale--a higher mark than any other given in the past 15 years to 
the leadership program for lower-level managers. 

    Gazzara suggests that Intel’s new program, with its diverse participant makeup and experiential 
approach, may mark a new era in leadership development, one suited for a more international business 
climate. "The way we’ve done training in the past, particularly in the global environment, may not be the 
best way to do training in the future," he says. 

    One sign of the trend is increased interest in cultural-differences training at MeridianEaton Global. Dave 
Eaton, co-founder of the firm, says that five years ago just one or two clients asked about such training for 
their up-and-coming leaders. Now dozens are clamoring for such workshops. "Just about every client is 
asking us for this," he says.  

    Eaton declined to name specific customers, but his firm serves big guns, including all five of the Fortune
5 and a quarter of the Fortune 500. A group course for about 20 people typically lasts a day and costs $300 
to $400 per person. Among the program’s goals are for a leader to learn to accurately "read" their 
international counterparts’ behavior and understand the rationale behind their actions. 

    Given the push for sales abroad and ever-more cosmopolitan workforces, other training programs with a 
focus on cultural differences are likely to emerge in the near term. Without them, companies run the risk 
that cross-cultural encounters will be about confusion rather than comprehension--and ultimately a better 
bottom line. 
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Ed Frauenheim is a Workforce Management senior staff writer based in San Francisco. E-mail 
editors@workforce.com to comment. 
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