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Extra reading texts

9

How different are the British and the Germans?

We all know that the modern world of work is global. We also know that there are cultural differences between people from different nations. ‘Other countries, other customs’. But we usually think that these differences exist only between us Europeans and, say, the Japanese or perhaps the Americans. There aren’t any problems, we say, when Europeans meet Europeans.

In fact, there are very important differences between Europeans, and if we have to work with people from other European countries, we have to know what they are. Let’s take the British and the Germans as an example. On the whole, people from Germany and Britain are very similar. We’re all northern Europeans (so, for example, we have perhaps more in common than with the Spanish or the Italians). But here are a couple of examples of things which can go wrong.

Situation one. Some British and German people are in an important meeting. Everyone is very serious. Suddenly, one of the British people tells a joke. The British laugh, the Germans are amazed. A joke in a meeting? And right now when we’re talking about a problem? For British people, humour is extremely important. The joke means: “Stop! Let’s think about this for a moment. Perhaps that problem isn’t so bad. Let’s take a break and relax.” Humour for the British is like oil in a machine – the machine functions better with it than without it.

Situation two. A German and a British colleague are talking. The German colleague makes a suggestion. The British colleague says: “Yes, that’s interesting.” The German thinks: “Great. He (or she) agrees!” In fact, the British colleague is saying that he (or she) doesn’t find the suggestion very good! ‘Interesting’ means “OK, but it’s just one idea and I think there are better ones.” British people are famous for their ‘yes’ which means ‘no’. They don’t like disagreeing directly. In fact, they find Germans who do this very rude!

So what can you do when you have to work with British (or Spanish, or French, or Japanese…) people so that you don’t have problems? Well, the first thing is to know that there will be differences. Your colleagues from another country are not ‘crazy’ or ‘lazy’ or ‘silly’. They just have different ideas. Try to understand how they think, and be ready to learn! The second thing, is that the more often you meet and work with colleagues from another country, the easier you will find it. Who knows, perhaps you will even begin telling jokes in meetings and saying ‘yes’ when you mean ‘no’!
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