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Global Managing
Mastering the Spin 
of a Complex World

As the global economy has come of age, many managers have been

thrust into leadership roles in which their skills don’t match the

requirements of the job. But are the capabilities needed to succeed in

a global context really so different from those that are critical for

domestic managers? And if there are differences, what can be done to

develop these new skills?

by  Chr i stopher  Ernst
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s a high-level manager at a
U.S.-based manufacturing company,
Matthew leads a number of teams. He
has just been asked by his boss to
turn over responsibility for one of
those teams to someone else and take
on a different task—managing a new
plant in Frankfurt, Germany. The fac-
tory was recently acquired in a merg-
er and there’s a lot riding on its suc-
cess, so Matthew views his selection
to manage it as a vote of confidence
and another feather in his cap.

He starts to imagine what his life
would be like as an expatriate. But
reality stops him short—after all, his
boss didn’t ask him to move to
Frankfurt. He didn’t even ask him to
spend a lot of time there. Instead, the
boss wants Matthew to continue to
manage his domestic teams as he

always has and at the same time use
the tools of technology—e-mail,
videoconferencing, faxes, and the
like—to connect with and direct his
new team in Germany. The boss says
Matthew needs to meet face-to-face
with his people in Germany only
occasionally.

Matthew believes that although
his new task will mean some addi-
tional work and an increase in the
scope of his job, he’ll be able to man-
age his new team in much the same
way he has managed his domestic
teams. But he’s in for a shock. He is
about to take on a job that is not only
bigger but far more complex.

Global managers are faced with a
range of new challenges. They must
become integrators of performance



results, business acumen, social pat-
terns, and perpetual technological
advances, not only in their home
bases but around the world. They
need to acquire a new set of skills to
effectively meet these complex
challenges.

For many organizations, succeed-
ing in the global economy has risen
to the top of their agendas, and global
managers are increasingly being
asked to lead the way. And yet,
because the global economy has
come of age relatively recently, many
managers find themselves in
Matthew’s situation—thrust into a
global leadership role in which their
skills don’t match the requirements of
the job.

What are those requirements? Are
the skills required for success in
managing a global operation com-
pletely different from those needed to
effectively manage a domestic opera-
tion, or do they overlap? And what
can organizations and leaders do to
develop the skills needed to excel in
a global context? CCL research work
with a group of managers (see the
sidebar on page 5) produced some
insights that go a long way toward
answering these and other questions.

GRAVE NEW WORLD?
For global managers to get a firm
grasp of the challenges they face,
they must first develop a realistic pic-
ture of the new, expanded, and
diverse environment in which they

operate and how it differs from the
relatively homogeneous setting of the
domestic manager.

In the 1997 best-seller One World,
Ready or Not: The Manic Logic of
Global Capitalism, political writer
William Greider provides a lucid and
vivid description of the crucible in
which novice global managers find
themselves. It is a world in which
managers are required to process,
integrate, and make decisions based
on huge amounts of disparate infor-
mation; negotiate with governments
that have very different notions of
how business should be done; interact
with a complex web of organizational
relationships in multiple and diverse
countries; recruit and develop the
best talent from anywhere in the
world; and develop strategic
alliances—even with competitors that
operate within different models of
capitalist systems. Stir all of these
ingredients together and one gets a
sense of the ambiguity and stress
inherent in globally complex work.

Through its research, CCL has
identified several dimensions across
which the global manager must work
simultaneously—even if, like
Matthew, the manager spends the
majority of his or her career behind a
desk at the home office.

Geographic distance. Global
managers must be able to deal with
the inconveniences of time differ-
ences and the practical and psycho-
logical difficulties of not always
being able to see the people with
whom they work.

National infrastructures. Global
managers must negotiate multiple
and sometimes antithetical variations
in political and economic systems,
regulatory and legal frameworks, and
civic and labor practices.

Cultural expectations. Global
managers must familiarize them-
selves and comply with a wide range
of sometimes startling expectations in
regard to behavior—their own and
that of their colleagues, employees,
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customers, suppliers, and distribu-
tors—and the ways in which work
should be done.

The complexity faced by global
managers grows exponentially with
the number of countries, cultures,
and time zones in which they work.
During teleconferences, for instance,
each participant could well be in a
different time zone. A global man-
ager at a meeting in Tokyo must be
aware not only of Japanese exchange
rates, corporate culture, laws, invest-
ment policy, and labor unions but
also of the infrastructures of each
other nation in which his or her com-
pany does business. When a global
manager gets off a plane or sends an
e-mail message, a different set of
cultural expectations awaits at the
arrival gate or the recipient’s com-
puter monitor. Constantly confronted
with such Byzantine situations, it’s
no wonder that global managers can
often be reduced to conducting real-
ity checks—asking themselves,
“Where am I?” or, “Who is that sit-
ting across the table from me?”
rather than the most critical question:
“What do I need to do to be effective
in this context?”

What these managers need to sort
out the massive and manifold input of
a complicated world is more than just
a firm command of the essential
capabilities that are required of all
managers to be effective, whether
their work is global or local in scope.
They must also learn to nurture and
attain four pivotal capabilities that
are uniquely related to the effective-
ness of global managers.

TURN, TURN, TURN
Think of the axis on which a globe
rotates. Just as the globe spins on its
axis, the global manager adapts to
fluid, complex situations by using the
pivotal capabilities—international
business knowledge, cultural adapt-
ability, perspective taking, and inno-
vation. The pivotal capabilities are
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the global manager’s axis—the
knowledge, motivation, and skills
needed to be effective and adaptable
amid the complexity of the global
marketplace. Global managers who
develop the pivotal capabilities are
less likely to become immobilized by
that complexity.

International Business
Knowledge
To be effective, global managers
must have a solid understanding of
how business is conducted in each
country and culture where they have
responsibilities. On the big-picture
level, international business knowl-
edge means having a thorough grasp
of your organization’s core business
and how to leverage that business
within and across each country
where your organization has markets,
vendors, resources, and manufactur-
ing operations. On the grassroots
level, it means knowing the laws,
histories, and customs of each of
those countries.

Gaining international business
knowledge involves taking classes,
reading books, and talking with
experts. Being sophisticated in the
realm of international business not
only gives global managers the savoir
faire to behave appropriately and stay
out of trouble, it also guides them in

developing a broad, long-range strat-
egy and keeps them aware of how
decisions at one location affect possi-
bilities and outcomes at others.

But intellectual knowledge goes
only so far. No matter how presti-
gious a manager’s education and how
thorough the data the manager
receives from the organization’s
information technology, human
resources, and legal departments,
such knowledge is of limited value if
the manager can’t use it to adjust per-
sonal behavior to various business
contexts and to help co-workers do
the same. To capitalize on interna-
tional business knowledge, global
managers must also pay attention to
the other pivotal capabilities.

Cultural Adaptability
Global managers must act on their
knowledge of cultural differences and
use that knowledge to help them
interact effectively with people from
different cultures. A large part of cul-
tural adaptability is being able to deal
with the stress and the perceptions of
eccentricity and strangeness that can
arise from global complexity.

For instance, a U.S. global man-
ager who faces an important deadline
on a project in Mexico may notice
during a teleconference that the team
members in Mexico seem uncon-

cerned as they deliver an overdue sta-
tus report. Cultural adaptability
would allow the manager not only to
know that Mexican business tends to
be conducted under a different time
orientation than is common in the
United States—in Mexico, people
take precedence over schedules—but
to act on that knowledge in an appro-
priate way. Similarly, cultural adapt-
ability would allow a female global
manager in Europe who is negotiat-
ing with a Saudi Arabian to use her
knowledge of the role of hierarchy,
class status, and gender in Saudi cul-
ture and to adjust her words and
actions accordingly.

In an article published nearly
twenty years ago in the journal
International Studies of Management
and Organization, Indrei Ratiu of the
global business school INSEAD,
which has campuses in France and
Singapore, was one of the first to
examine the role of cultural adapt-
ability in determining the success of
global managers, or internationalists.

One characteristic of successful
internationalists, wrote Ratiu, is that
they begin with general knowledge,
or prototypes, of cultures when they
first start dealing with those cultures.
As they get to know people from
those cultures as individuals, how-
ever, successful internationalists are
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Global Versus Local: Comparing the Requisites
In an effort to learn whether man-
agers with global responsibilities and
those with purely domestic responsi-
bilities need different types of knowl-
edge and capabilities to be effective,
CCL recently conducted a study of
214 managers from thirty-nine coun-
tries working in thirty countries
around the world. The managers’
companies represented four indus-
tries and had corporate headquar-
ters in Sweden, Switzerland, and the
United States. Half the managers

had local responsibility (they direct-
ed operations within the borders of
one country), and half had global
responsibility (they directed opera-
tions in multiple countries and
across various cultures).

The managers completed a num-
ber of questionnaires comprising
nearly 1,000 items, and each manag-
er’s boss completed a questionnaire
about the manager’s job effective-
ness. CCL researchers then conduct-
ed a series of correlational analyses

and found that there is one set of
capabilities that all managers need to
be seen as effective by their bosses
whether their work is global or local
in scope. These are the essential
capabilities—core business knowledge;
the ability to cope with pressure; and
the ability to manage people, action,
and information. More important to
the objectives of the research, CCL
also identified four pivotal capabilities
that are uniquely related to the effec-
tiveness of global managers.



of global managers it is cultural
empathy—knowing, understanding,
and acting in accordance with the
deeply held values and beliefs of peo-
ple from other cultures.

Imagine that you and a friend are
hiking up a steep, wooded slope. As
you near the summit, you both stop
to catch your breath and look back at
the view. Your friend says she can see
a town over the treetops. But she is
ten yards ahead of you, and you can
see only the trees. Because you and
your friend are standing in different
places, you literally have different
points of view. To see what your
friend sees, you must move to where
she is standing, and vice versa.

Of course, walking up or down a
hill to see the view from a different
perspective is easy. Understanding
how to act, communicate, and lead
while taking into account the per-
spectives of colleagues, direct
reports, and customers from other
cultures is not so easy.

Whether the context is global or is
confined to a single culture, the
processes and behaviors involved in
perspective taking are largely the
same: listening to and absorbing
information skillfully, recognizing
that other people’s views of a situa-
tion may be different from yours,
understanding that other people’s
assumptions about what things are
and should be may be different from
yours, and accepting the limitations
of your own point of view.
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Yet implementing these processes
and practicing these behaviors can be
especially difficult for managers
operating in a global context,
because they do not have the luxury
of working from a single, commonly
understood cultural framework. The
frame of reference held by each indi-
vidual with whom global managers
deal, and which they must strive to
understand, changes from culture to
culture.

An example of how fundamentally
different cultural perspectives can be
was offered by Erica Goode in her
August 8, 2000, New York Times arti-
cle “How Culture Molds Habits of
Thought,” which reported on a study
of U.S. and Japanese managers who
were asked to look at the same pic-
ture and describe it. The U.S. man-
agers tended to talk about the people
in the picture, whereas the Japanese
managers were more interested in the
setting of the picture. The study
underscored how two people looking
at the same thing will often focus on
different aspects of it because of their
cultural perspectives.

Developing the ability to distin-
guish the moods, temperaments, and
intentions of people from other cul-
tures requires a concerted effort,
especially in the virtual environment
in which global managers typically
work. Global managers who interpret
and label the behaviors of others
based on their own cognitive and
interpersonal frameworks will be
more likely to make mistakes about
others’ motivations, and their own
actions and reactions will be liable to
leave other people shaking their
heads. However, global managers
who learn to take the perspective of
others and to reorganize their own
sense-making frameworks will grow
to see multiple perspectives as not
incompatible but as all having poten-
tial for contributing to solid manage-
rial decisions and actions. Such man-
agers will make sense to, rather than
confound, the people from other cul-
tures with whom they work.
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able to let go of or adjust elements of
their prototypes and gain a less
stereotypical knowledge of the cul-
tures and their people. Unsuccessful
internationalists either don’t start off
with prototypes (and as a result inter-
pret everything based on their own
mental frameworks) or are unable to
discard their prototypes despite evi-
dence culled from their interrelation-
ships with people from other cultures
that ought to dispel preconceptions.

Managers who are culturally
adaptable, then, sign on to the notion
that logic and truth are relative. In her
book International Dimensions of
Organizational Behavior, Nancy
Adler, a professor of organizational
behavior at McGill University in
Montreal, wrote that “in approaching
cross-cultural situations, effective
business people . . . assume differ-
ences until similarity is proven. They
recognize that all behavior makes
sense through the eyes of the person
behaving and that logic and rationale
are culturally relative.”

This view can create tension for
global managers, however, especially
if they tend to approach the business
world as a nuts-and-bolts environ-
ment of budget sheets and Pareto
charts. To ease this tension, global
managers need to develop the next
pivotal capability.

(For an in-depth look at cultural
adaptability, see the article beginning
on page 8.)

Perspective Taking
Everyone has a personal perspec-
tive—images of and beliefs about
what things are and should be. But
not everyone is adept at taking the
perspectives of others—seeing and
understanding their views of what
things are and should be.

There are several idioms that give
a sense of what is meant by perspec-
tive taking: Walk a mile in my shoes. I
know where you’re coming from. I see
what you mean. All of these show
that there is a large element of empa-
thy in perspective taking. In the case

Global managers face a

wide range of some-

times startling expecta-

tions about behavior.



Global managers who add the final
pivotal capability—innovation—to
the first three will have the tools not
only to understand and adapt to the
complexity of the global business
environment but also to capitalize on
that very complexity to achieve suc-
cess for themselves, their teams, and
their organizations.

Innovation
For global managers, the role of inno-
vator is integral to the other pivotal
capabilities. Only through skill in
innovation can global managers take
their knowledge of international busi-
ness, understanding of cultural differ-
ences, and ability to experience the
perspectives of others and leverage
them to create something new—a
new policy, procedure, product, serv-
ice, or practice—that is greater than
the sum of its parts.

In this respect, innovation is the
most essential of the pivotal capabili-
ties. It takes managers beyond merely
managing the complexity of global
operations to turning that complexity
to their advantage.

Building skill as an innovator is a
step-by-step process of gathering
information, learning to listen and
pay attention, letting go of the need
to always be right, and seeking out
useful combinations.

Examples of skill in innovation can
be found in the realm of music. In the
1960s the Beatles’ George Harrison
developed an interest in Indian culture,
religion, and music. It wasn’t just a
passing fancy; he took lessons from
sitar virtuoso Ravi Shankar and
immersed himself in the culture and
traditions of India. The knowledge
Harrison gained, his cultural adaptabil-
ity, and his willingness and ability to
take a different perspective led him to
write and record songs that tran-
scended both the rock and classical
Indian genres—they were an entirely
new type of music that was neither
Eastern nor Western. Similarly, Paul
Simon became captivated by the stir-
ring harmonies of the a cappella group

Ladysmith Black Mambazo during a
visit to South Africa in the mid-1980s
and incorporated their traditional
sounds into his album Graceland,
which fused a number of styles into a
completely new one. The innovations
of both Harrison and Simon are cred-
ited with creating and popularizing
what is now called world music, which
is not a type of music in the traditional
sense, like blues or jazz, but is rather a
hybrid of any number of combinations
of musical styles from around the
globe.

An example of innovative skill in a
business context is found in the story
of a British manager assigned to set up
a manufacturing plant in an impover-

ished area of Africa. He had hoped to
recruit a reliable and loyal workforce,
but many employees weren’t showing
up for work. In an attempt to solve the
problem he began offering free
lunches to workers. But absenteeism
continued to be rampant and was
severely cutting into the bottom line.
Unwilling to reconcile himself to a
constantly revolving workforce, the
manager brought into play his pivotal
capability of perspective taking by
talking with the local tribal leaders to
try to get a handle on the problem. He
learned that the workers didn’t feel
justified in coming to the factory and
being fed while their families were left
hungry at home. The manager inno-
vated by serving lunch each day to
workers and their families. The cost
was more than offset by the fact that
absenteeism all but disappeared.

SEEKING THE NEW
As a set, the pivotal capabilities pro-
vide the knowledge, motivation, and
skills that global managers need to
master the spin of a complex world.
Developing these capabilities requires
continually seeking out new and var-
ied experiences that challenge your
current perspectives and offer new
ones. There are many possibilities for
such experiences, but here are some
that have proven effective for global
managers:

• Study new languages, not prima-
rily to gain fluency but rather to
become familiar with their syntaxes
and structures. This can be a powerful
way to understand and appreciate
how people from other cultures think.

• Make a habit of arriving a day or
two before a business meeting in a
country you have never visited
before. Hitting the streets, interacting
with merchants, and tasting the local
cuisine are simple yet effective ways
to orient yourself to other cultures
and their people.

• Read the literature and listen to
the music that are popular in a coun-
try you’re getting ready to visit. This
gives you a deeper and richer under-
standing of the culture than you can
get from skimming a guidebook.

• Host foreign visitors in your
home, and get to know people in your
own country who are of different eth-
nicities or religions.

• Read as much of the interna-
tional business press as time allows.

As globalization becomes the
norm and advances in information
technology become even more rapid,
the world of international business
will become only more complex.
Developing the pivotal capabilities
and establishing a synergy among
them will enable global managers to
stretch to meet this challenge, and
increase their chances of achieving
success for themselves and their
organizations. 
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Solid knowledge of how

business is conducted

in other countries and

cultures is critical.


