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Overview 
This lesson plan for both pre-experience and in-work 
business students is based around an original article 
first published in Business Spotlight Issue 6/2010. The 
article is about cultural diversity and how what is seen as 
efficiency in one culture may be perceived as rudeness in 
another. It covers what we can do to improve our cultural 
awareness and to avoid misunderstandings that may 
lead to loss of customers and business deals.

The tasks in the students’ notes will encourage the 
students to learn and use new business vocabulary 
and related functional language, and to develop and 
practise skills that could be useful in business situations, 
especially those in which the students have to deal with 
cultures different to their own. The lesson plan raises 
awareness of differing styles of doing business and 
providing (and perceiving) customer service.

The teacher’s notes provide suggestions for teaching and 
learning strategies as well as ideas on how to present 
the tasks in the classroom, any necessary answer keys, 
extension tasks and lesson plans. 

A note about the title: Great Expectations is the title 
of very successful book written by the famous British 
author Charles Dickens in 1861.

Warmer
Read through the question with the students and 
make sure they understand it. Ask them to answer for 
themselves (without talking to anyone else). Then, when 
they have all decided on either a or b, ask them to briefly 
compare their answers. If the students answer a, they are 
probably from (or prefer) a people-oriented culture, and 
if they answer b, they are likely to be from a task-oriented 
culture.

Business expressions
This task can be divided between pairs of students. Ask 
one student to find expressions 1-6 and the other to find 
expressions 7-12. When they have done this, they should 

share their answers with their partner. The number of 
words required and the paragraph number in which the 
expression can be found have both been given to make 
the task slightly easier.

Customer-culture tips
Students should use the seven words provided to 
complete the culture tips. Ask them if they agree with the 
tips and whether they would like to add any further tips.

Key: 1. flexibility; 2. people; 3. attitudes; 4. expectations;  
5. communication; 6. understand; 7. advantage 

Talk about it
This task provides ten different discussion topics and 
questions all related to the article. Depending on the 
amount of students, discuss all or some of the questions 
as a whole class or divide them up amongst small groups 
of students. It is not necessary to discuss them all. You 
could ask students to decide which three (for example) 
they would like to talk about. If the students work in 
groups, follow up their discussions with the whole class.

Key:
1. c; 2. a; 3. d; 4. b

Level: Intermediate upwards

Timing: 90 minutes but can be made longer or 
shorter depending on the discussion tasks

Material needed: One copy of the student 
worksheets and Vocabulary record per student

Group size: Any 

Teacher’s notes

Teaching and learning strategy: Accuracy 
versus fluency
In the context of language teaching, fluency has come 
to stand for communicative effectiveness. This means 
that the non-native speaker is able to communicate even 
though he might make errors in areas such as grammar, 
lexis, pronunciation and register. 

There are certain jobs that require speakers to be 
accurate at all times, such as those of pilots and air 
traffic controllers and students from these fields of work 
will need a great deal of accuracy work. However, many 
learners of Business English see the classroom as a 
‘safe area’ where they can practise and prepare for 
times when they may be required to carry out work-
related tasks in English. This kind of student will usually 
appreciate the chance to express himself freely (i.e. 
fluently) and could lose confidence in himself if the 
teacher or trainer jumps in to correct every single error. 

In order to address accuracy while still keeping fluency 
in the task, the trainer can do the following: while the 
students are speaking, make a note of the errors you 
hear, especially those that cause confusion amongst 
the other students who are listening and those that are 
repeated. After the task (or during a break in the task), 
write the errors on the board and ask all the students 
to correct them, regardless of who made the error. This 
way you are able to deal with accuracy while allowing 
fluency in the speaking tasks.

Key: 1. getting down to the task; 2. competitive advantage;  
3. cultural background; 4. handling customers; 5. steep 
hierarchies; 6. desired price; 7. expression of intent; 8. when 
circumstances alter; 9. strictly adhered to; 10. hard to gauge;
11. return on investment; 12. put yourself in their shoes
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Read the example situation below and select the best solution in your opinion.

Your car has broken down and you need assistance from a road recovery service. Would you prefer the 
mechanic to: 

a. explain what the problem is in a friendly way and then fix your car? 
b. start working on your car immediately and not tell you anything about what he is doing?

Find business expressions in the article that match the definitions below. 

starting the job that needs to be done _____________________________________________  1. 
(five words, para 2)

something that places a company above other companies in the same line of business 2. 
______________________________ (two words, para 4)

someone’s life experience and the way it has been shaped by their religion, race, language, where 3. 
they live, etc. ______________________________ (two words, para 4)

dealing with, looking after and talking to clients ______________________________  4. 
(two words, para 6)

when it is very clear who is the boss and where everyone fits in within a company – at the top or the 5. 
bottom of the ladder ______________________________ (two words, para 7)

the amount of money that you would like to pay ______________________________  6. 
(two words, para 8)

a way of saying that you want or mean to do something ______________________________  7. 
(three words, para 10)

when situations change ______________________________ (three words, para 10)8. 

kept to very clearly without any possibility of doing something differently ________________________9. 
(three words, para 10)

difficult to measure or judge ______________________________ (three words, para 15)10. 

something positive you get back when you put something (effort, time or money) in  11. 
___________________________________ (three words, para 15)

try to imagine how someone else feels and thinks ______________________________________ 12. 
(five words, para 15)

1

1    Warmer 

2    Business expressions
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Customer service and customer care are the cornerstones 

of every company. But it’s important to bear in mind that 

expectations of these services differ from country to country 

and from culture to culture, as Robert Gibson explains.

We had missed the flight connection and were queuing at 

the airline counter in Frankfurt to get new tickets. The US 

businessman in front of me was complaining that no one had 

apologized. He threatened not to fly with the airline again. From 

where I was standing, I could see that the German ticket agent 

was typing in data and concentrating on the computer screen. 

Within a few seconds, she had handed him the new ticket. He 

walked away with a new flight but was still complaining about 

the “terrible service”.

For me, this was a classic example of person orientation versus 

task orientation. In cultures that are usually task-oriented, the 

priority is getting the job done; in person-oriented cultures, it 

is essential to develop a relationship first before getting down 

to the task. The German ticket agent in this example no doubt 

felt that the most important thing was to get all the passengers 

in the queue their new tickets as quickly as possible and not 

“waste time” with “unnecessary” small talk. The American, not 

having received an apology or an explanation, interpreted this 

as “unfriendliness” and “poor service”.

Cultures that are normally more person- than task-oriented will 

spend a considerable time building up a relationship before they 

talk about business. Europeans doing business in Arab countries 

are often frustrated at the time it takes to get down to business. 

They wonder why they are being entertained and asked about 

their private lives. Yet, in many cultures, it is essential to know 

the person you’re negotiating with before you can do the deal. 

Once the trust is there, things can move surprisingly quickly.

Awareness of cultural differences gives you a competitive 

advantage when you deal with your international customers. 

When presenting your products and services, it’s worth 

considering the cultural background of your clients. In some 

cultures, like Germany, they will expect a sales presentation to 

focus on detailed information about the product or service. In 

others, like the US or Britain, customers may very well want to 

see the “big picture” before getting down to details.

In future-oriented cultures, like the US, the most convincing 

arguments in the sales pitch will be the ones that concentrate on 

future benefits. Customers from past-oriented cultures, such as 

India and China, will expect to hear about the history and past 

achievements of your company.

Negotiating is an important part of handling customers, and 

styles differ widely across the world. It’s worth finding out the 

answers to some basic questions before you start negotiating. 

Where will the negotiations take place? In the office? In a 

restaurant? On a golf course? In the sauna? At home, in the pub, 

or maybe even in a karaoke bar?

Who should be present in negotiations? In cultures with steep 

hierarchies, like France or China, it may be essential that not 

only the technical experts but also senior managers are present 

– this is seen as a sign of respect for the importance of the 

customer.

When abroad, observe how people behave in shops. Tourists in 

Istanbul often view bargaining in the bazaars as a strange sport. 

Yet for Turkish business people, bargaining is a serious part of 

getting to know business partners. It is important to find out 
what the bargaining 
style of your client 
is. How far is your 
asking price from 
your desired price?

For that matter,  
when do you talk 
about price? Is it early 
in negotiations, as 
can happen in India, 
or is it only after you 
have had a chance 
to assess the precise 

requirements of the customers, as is common in Germany? 

Both approaches have a certain logic. The thinking behind 

the “early” approach is that there is no point out of reach. The 

“later” approach is based on the idea that you need to know 

what the customer wants in order to be able to say what it  

will cost.

Another key question is: what does the contract mean? Is it 

more of an expression of intent to work together, which can 

change when circumstances alter, as is sometimes found in 

China? Or is it a detailed agreement that has to be strictly 

adhered to, as is common in Germany?

How do you deal with complaints? Koichi Satoh, the general 

manager of Hotel Okura in Japan said: “The only thing we 

deliver, or are trying to deliver, to our guests, is satisfaction. We 

have nothing else. In our business, no excuse at all is accepted 

when something goes wrong.”

Great expectations     by Robert Gibson
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Advances in technology and the drive to cut costs have made 

the consolidation of customer services in call centres highly 

attractive for international companies. Clients are accessible 

through a single point of contact, and operating costs can be cut 

dramatically when call centres are in low-cost countries.

If these customer-service centres are to be successful, a number 

of cultural factors have to be considered. As Huib Wursten, 

Tom Fadrhonc and Pernilla Roersoe of itim International 

explain: “The key is to manage customer-service centres so  

that they satisfy customers better than the competition does,  

and that can be done by using cultural differences as a 

competitive advantage.”

While in some cultures “the customer is king”, in others, they 

are not given special treatment. Customers from risk-averse 

cultures are reassured by detailed information about the process, 

while in other cultures, the big picture is important. The 

perception of excellent customer service varies from culture 

to culture. In Japan, callers have few problems waiting for 

several rings before a phone is answered. In contrast, American 

customers expect a quick response, but are then prepared to 

be put on hold. Call-centre operators need to be aware of the 

fact that customers are highly sensitive to different accents and 

dialects. There are also different attitudes to the expression of 

emotions in conflict situations. In some cultures – Russia, for 

example – people are likely to become emotional and to argue 

strongly in stressful situations. This can be seen by others – the 

British, for example – as aggression.

To succeed globally, you need an understanding of how 

customers in other cultures think and behave. Although it 

may be hard to gauge, there is a clear return on investment in 

spending time cultivating relationships and getting to know key 

clients. Just put yourself in their shoes. Simple, isn’t it?

ROBERT GIBSON is a senior consultant for intercultural 

business competence at Siemens AG in Munich (www.

siemens.com) and the author of Intercultural Business 

Communication.

© Business Spotlight, 6/2010, www.business-spotlight.de
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Complete the customer culture tips with the words in the box.

Discuss the following questions: 
Consider the example of the airline in paragraph 1. How would you have expected the airline ticket agent to • 
react to her customers?

Read what the Japanese hotel manager says in paragraph 11. Do you agree with him?• 

In your opinion, is your business culture more task-oriented or more person-oriented? (see para 2)• 

Do you think your national culture is more future-oriented or more past oriented? (see para 5)• 

Where do you prefer to hold negotiations? Would you feel comfortable holding a negotiation in the places • 
mentioned in paragraph 6?

You are having a meeting with a potential new customer. He is coming to your offices. Who (from your • 
company) will be at the meeting? Compare your answer with the information in paragraph 7.

You are negotiating an important deal. At which point in the negotiations do you talk about money? Consider • 
three scenarios:  
1. you want to buy machinery for your company  
2. you are at a job interview  
3. you are trying to rent out some of your office space

How would you explain your company or national culture to visitors from other countries? What tips could you • 
give them to make their visit more successful?

Is there an equivalent expression in your language to ‘the customer is king’? What does that tell you about • 
your culture?

In paragraph 14, the author talks about accents and dialects. How might this information effect the decision to • 
outsource your customer service?
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3    Customer-culture tips 

communication       understand       advantage      expectations      people     flexibility     attitudes

Customer-culture tips

Dealing with customers from a wide variety of cultures 

requires (1) __________________________. Here are  

some tips:

•   accept the fact that international business involves contact 

with (2) ___________________________ who have different 

(3) ___________________________ , values and beliefs from 

your own

•   reflect on your own culture

•   try to understand what the (4) ________________________ 

of your customers in other cultures are

•   consider possible differences in the following areas:

- (5) _________________________ style

- task orientation versus people orientation

- hierarchy
- time
- quality
- trust

•   view the ability to (6) _________________________ 

intercultural differences as providing a competitive  

(7) _________________________ 

         © Business Spotlight, 6/2010, www.business-spotlight.de
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Vocabulary record

verb noun adjective
(+ opposite)

adverb
(+ opposite)

Vocabulary record: Intercultural communication

sensitive

emotionally

bargain

apologize


