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OPINION
Practical Advice  to Asian Managers: 

How to DEvelop oneself into a global manager
By Ahn, Yong Daw (안영도)

Visiting Professor of Management

Since the early 1990s, “globalization” has been one of the most popular buzz words nearly everywhere in the world. In a practical business sense, this  word implies that national boundaries have disappeared. Competition has become literally global among busienss organizations, large or small. Therefore, most people in magerial positions need to become truly “global managers.” 

They must have a global mind-set. They need to be able to communicate in English, practically the global language. They need to have management skills to lead people of any nationality. When they conduct business in a particular foreign country, they need to become familiar with the local culture and be hopefull able to speak the local language. 

It requiress individual as well as organizational efforts to develop global managers.  Putting organizational ones aside, such efforts are all the more necessary of individual Asian managers in light of uniqueness of their native languages and cultures. 

This Note is intended to give practical advice to managers from Korea, China and Japan who want to do business in the U.S., especially when they are stationed there. It concerns how to improve local language skills and how to become more knowledgeable of the local culture and customs. This advice will be easily adaptable to similar situations, managers of different nationalities or Asian managers in different countries.


This Note constists of three parts: Globalize Your Language, Globalize Your Mind, and Globalize Your Name. It is largely based on the author’s personal experience through his professional life for some 20 years and extensive dissertation research conducted in 1996.
 As such, the grammatical person "I" will be frequently used in the following part of this Note.
Globalize Your Language 


Learning English is especially hard for Asians because of difference in the alphabet, phonetic structure and syntax. Therefore, it takes an individual's endless efforts, in addition to formal education, for an Asian global manager to have a good command of English.

Frustration on the Street


When Asian managers are doing "international business" while staying in their home countries, they misjudge that their English will be understood in English-speaking countries. When they are assigned to such countries, they usually get frustrated when they find out how difficult it is to communicate in English. After all, theirs is "greenhouse English" which only close parties, such as regular customers or local national colleagues, would understand. People on the street, possibly including their potential customers, may not bother to understand their English. People at large may not have the patience to listen to poor English.


Once frustrated on the street, many Asian managers get the so-called English complex: they lose confidence and hesitate to speak English. I had the same complex when I first came to the U.S. to go to a graduate school. In the first six months after my arrival in the U.S., I was courageous enough to try to speak in English to anyone around me. But, as time went by, I realized that it was not easy to make myself understood in English. I was especially frustrated when a nice-looking American female classmate, who had approached and talked to me at a party, turned her face away from me while I was trying to say hello to her on a street. I was shocked, and gave up practicing English for a while after that. 


A Korean administrative manager working for an American subsidiary of a large Korean MNC talked about a similar experience:

I've been in the States for more than four years, but my English has not improved at all. I rarely have chances to speak English. I am now more afraid of speaking English than I was four years ago. Sounds silly? But, it is true. Four years ago, I spoke out because I was ambitious to learn English and because I thought everyone would forgive my poor English as a newcomer's. Now, I am concerned people might laugh at my still-poor English. So I unwittingly speak as little English as possible, which in turn makes my English even poorer. Yes, it is kind of vicious cycle. 

One-on-One Talk


I have tried many different things to improve my English throughout my life since the middle-school days. When I first joined a Korean international trading company, I attended English-conversation classes offered early in the morning and taught by native speakers for two years. When I first came to the U.S., I tried to watch American TV programs as often as possible. In addition, I listened to English-conversation tapes on a regular basis. But, nothing was effective. My conclusion after the first stay (for two years) in the U.S. was that the best way to practice English was to recite (not memorizing but reading aloud) something written in English, preferably conversational dialogues. I did that on and off for many years after returning to Korea. (I started with an hour a day and ended up with ten minutes at a time when possible.) This practice was right for me for a while.


After three years into my second stay in the U.S., I started taking one-on-one speaking sessions with a native English-speaker; twice a week, an hour at a time. All that was required of the instructor was: (1) to have the patience to listen to me for an hour; (2) to pull the thread of topic, usually asking simple questions, when I was at a loss for words; (3) to intervene when and only when my pronunciation was terribly bad. Speaking something for an hour was totally my responsibility. 

At the beginning, I had to prepare several topics to keep the class going. But, in six months, I did not have to prepare anything beforehand. On the contrary, I had something left over from each session. In a year, I got the confidence to speak out. I made jokes to anybody around me: receptionists, cashiers, attendants, starters and the like (except for the apartment manager).


My hypothesis from all these experiences is that my spoken English improved more in a year with one-on-one speaking sessions than in the rest of my life with all the other methods. How much did I pay for the most effective method? Twenty-five dollars an hour. What are qualifications of the instructor? Any native English-speaker will do.


In order to help improve your own English, it is good to improve your spouse's English. The one-on-one talk method is effective for that purpose, too. A Korean expatriate manager elaborated:

My wife could speak virtually no English up until two years ago. But her English has improved a lot thanks to simple and inexpensive tutoring. About a year ago, she started to take private English lessons, as it were. An ordinary housewife living next door comes to my house and converses with my wife for an hour, three days a week: just small talks, no textbooks, no education materials, no nothing. She pays her tutor $10 an hour. She has gotten over the fear of speaking to Americans. She is kind of able to enjoy American TV. You know what? Now, she has a passion for learning English. Months ago, she was interested  in a more formal English program advertised in a local newspaper. She called the institute and made a little negotiation to get a better price, which would have been quite unthinkable in the past.

Globalize Your Mind

The best way to understand a foreign culture will probably be to immerse yourself in the local life. It is one of the easiest ways to improve your language, too. Late Akio Morita, a world-renowned global manager from Sony,  was a devotee in the so-called “total immersion theory.”  He enrolled his two boys, who could speak virtually no English, in a summer camp in Maine, as soon as his family first moved in New York. He famously applied this principle to his wife and staff also. 


To be immersed in and become familiar with foreign cultures, you had better get out of ethnocentrism. Foreign peoples are as good as your people. Foreign cultures are as legitimate as yours. Foreign life styles are as enjoyable as your own. Foreign foods are as delicious as your traditional ones. Do not mislead yourself by alleging yours are the best.  Open your mind to foreigners and foreign things—it is the first step to come out into the globe. 

Go to Foreign-Style Restaurants


Do not autosuggest that you feel like dying if you do not eat your traditional cuisine for two consecutive days. Try different things as often as possible. Get used to any foreign food, and it may be as enjoyable as your own. (Foreigners have lived on their food for thousands of years and yet they are physically stronger than you.) Cheesy or greasy food may be as good as spicy food. Ravioli is as good as sushi. Lamb chops may better fit you than fillet mignon. Grape wine can be better than rice wine. Merlot could be as tasteful as Chardonnay.


In addition, you can learn something different in different places. Here is a piece of my experience:

My family went to a Marie Callender's restaurant on Wilshire Boulevard in LA to celebrate one of my daughters' birthday. We had to wait for a while around the reception area even though there were empty tables inside the restaurant. The receptionist explained it was because all the table attendants were too busy to let us in. 

At our table, we ordered each one's favorite drink and dish. In about twenty minutes, our orders were ready and we started eating. When she was half way through, my daughter found a tiny piece of plastic in her quiche. But, we were neither surprised nor mad, because it could happen anywhere and because the plastic had nothing to do with germs. Initially, we decided not to make a complaint. But, I did when the waitress approached us for the third time to ask if everything was O.K. The waitress immediately brought in the manager, who apologized and got my daughter a new dish in a matter of minutes. One step further, the restaurant gave a full credit for her dish citing the restaurant's policy.


At home, make foreign dishes from time to time. To make and try foreign cuisine is handy, exotic and enjoyable.

Travel by Yourself


Traveling around is amusement in itself. Additionally, you will have opportunities  to learn about the country and to practice the local language. For example, it has been my experience that you will find American people very helpful and hospitable. Do not take company besides your family. 


The following is my experience:

On a Christmas day on a ramp to St. George, Utah off Freeway 15, my car did not move when I made a stop to check the direction. The engine was running, but the transmission was totally broken. The supposedly-merry day was not so to us (my wife and me) at all, because all the garages were closed to celebrate the holiday. But, fortunately we could get out of the trouble thanks to many nice people in the town.


An old gentleman was pleased to waste 30 minutes of his time and gave me a ride around the city until we concluded no repair shop was open. At the last stop at a gas station, a cashier called all the mechanics she knew until she found one who was staying home. The mechanic drove a truck and carried my car (on deck) to his service shop, which was of course closed for the day. When I asked why he had stayed home, his simple answer was, "Somebody's gotta be home just in case." He took me to the nearby local airport so that I could rent a car. (After that, we enjoyed a free round of golf at the prestigious Sun Brook Golf Club in St. George.)


The following day, the manager of the service center checked my car and referred me to a local dealer specializing in cars of the same make as mine for a quicker service. The manager did not charge anything, not even the "towing" fee. We had to stay in St. George one more night because even the dealer had to order a refurbished transmission from Phoenix, Arizona. In the meantime, I consulted with a salesman at the dealership to check the possibility of getting rid of my car and buying another used one. His calculation was: "The blue book price $4,200, minus $2,000 for a high-mileage discount, and minus $2,500 for the broken transmission. And you owe me $300."

Participate in Local Events


Participate with your family in local events such as movies, musicals, operas, concerts, sports, and parties. You will learn many things. For example, my family once purchased season tickets for musicals performed by a municipal musical group. After seeing the first musical, we got a letter from the court informing that the musical group went under Chapter 11. Later we were offered many different options as a way of compensating for our subscription fees.

Read, Watch and Listen to Local and Only Local Things


You know enough about your home country. You do not have to devote so much time learning more about it---ten minutes to screen a morning paper written in your native language is enough. The rest of the day, only read local papers and magazines, watch local TVs, and listen to local radios. It does not only improve your language, but also supplies you with clues regarding what to talk about with local people.

People often find themselves at a loss for words when talking to others from a different cultural background. They have no common subject to talk about. Therefore, it is essential for you to learn about the local politics, social issues, economy, and other local things so that you will be able to speak to local people from every walk of life. 
Do it Yourself


You may have an assistant in office. You may have friends who are familiar with the local community. But, do not ask them for help. Do everything yourself---it is not only possible but enjoyable. Making reservations, purchasing tickets, renting a house, buying a car, .............

Go for It and You Will Get It


Most working Americans have some flexibility in handling matters within the scope of their responsibilities (with or without consulting with their boss). Ask for a favor and you will get it, as far as it makes sense. Another good thing with that is they never ask anything in return for such favors---it is part of their professional ethics. For example, when you spill soft drink in a fast food store by mistake, you will, more often than not, get a free refill if you ask one, whether it is their official policy or not. 
Globalize Your Name


Your name is the starting point in getting contact with local people. It is not a minor thing to globalize (Anglicize) your name.

First Name-Based Society


The U.S. is one of the most typical first name-based societies. Try to call others by the first name. Try to be called by the first name, too. Avoid calling others by Mr./Mrs. (You may want to ask for their permission to call seniors by the first name.) Avoid saying, "I am Mr./Mrs. so and so." That is one of the first things you have to remember in order to get close to local people. 

Make Your First Name as Simple as Possible


Human names have two functions: one is to identify who is who and the other is to call each other. In Asian societies, the given name is for identification, and is more unique and complicated than the surname in order to avoid duplication. The surname is for calling, and is simpler than the given name in order to make calling and remembering more convenient. In the U.S. and some other Western societies, it is the other way around. Therefore, when in the U.S., make your first name as simple as possible in order to help Americans call and remember it more easily.

· Write your name in their way. Koreans, the Chinese and the Japanese have their own rules of writing human names in English.  But, it may embarrass foreigners to write your name according to your rule in foreign countries. Write your name in their way, not in your way. The following are some examples:

SEUNG-CHOO JUNG       (       SONGJU CHONG  (a Korean name)

GI-MYEONG CHOI          (       KIMYONG CHAY (a Korean name)

XIAOBAO ZHANG           (       SHAOBAO JANG (a Chinese name)

QIANG SONG                   (       CHIANG SONG (a Chinese name)

SEIICHIRO KOMINE       (        SAYCHIRO KOMINAY (a Japanese name) 
· Do not use a hyphen in your first  name. A hyphen in the first name is a very rare case in the U.S.  It looks awkward, too.
· Make the first name simple. If your first name is lengthy or complicated, just take part of it as your nickname. Some Americans in the Sun-Belt states use initials as their names. You can follow their examples, too.  For example:

My first name is YONG, never YONG DAW.

I want my close friends to call me Y.D., taking my initials.

· You may adopt an American first name. It is nothing new to adopt a new nickname. Simply recall what your ancestors did in the past. They used to make multiple nicknames to be called by friends.

Make a Routine to Tell Your Name


It is not an easy thing to have your name understood by Americans face-to-face or over the phone. Make routines for that purpose. For example, I use the following routines:

· When I introduce myself to someone in person:
“My name is Yong, Y-O-N-G.”

· When I mail-order something over the phone:
“My name is Yong Ahn. First name Yong spelled Y, O, N as in Nancy, G as in George. Last name Ahn spelled A, H, N  as in Nancy.”

· When I leave a phone-message for someone, whom I know well, with his/her assistant:
“My name is Y.D. Ahn. First initial Y as in yellow, middle initial D as in David. Last name Ahn spelled A, H, N as in Nancy.”

Call Others by the Name


You need help from many people around you: neighbors, customers, call-takers, receptionists, cashiers, attendants, starters, and so on. Call them by the name, for that matter by the first name, if you would like a better service. For example, I usually ask the receptionist at a restaurant, "Could we be waited on by Adrienne?" Then, the service from the receptionist becomes different, without mentioning that from Adrienne.  

How do you know their names? Many people tell their name when they receive phone calls. Some people wear a name tag at the workplace. In any case, you may ask what their names are or how they would like to be addressed.           

� Please refer for more detail to Y.D. Ahn. “Traditional Korean Management Systems as Impediments to the Localization Strategies of United States’ Subsidiaries.” A PhD dissertation (UMI no. 9820445). Claremont, CA: Claremont Graduate University, 1998. This Note is a reorganized version of Appendix G of the dissertation


� Please refer for more detail to A. Morita. Made in Japan: Akio Morita and Sony. New York: Signet, Penguin Books, 1986.
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