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Carola Copland (CC) & Gregor 
Fasching (GF). Switzerland is 
somehow a hidden secret with-
in Europe. This is not only be-
cause it is not member of the 
European Union but also be-
cause it is a small country with 
its own way of self-understand-
ing. 

No need to shout out loud that 
it exists – it simply does and this 
since 1291. Switzerland itself 
is not to be explained in some 
short sentences: it is a nation, 
where identity is based not on 
one common language but on 
various intercultural factors, in-
cluding being independent but 
together. This is not an oximor-
on as it sounds, rather it explains 
some specific characteristics and 
behaviour you will experience 
when dealing with the Swiss. An-
other very unusual trait worth to 
mention is a strong combination 
of direct democracy and federal-

ism which connects people on 
various levels.

I lived and worked in Switzer-
land for some years, making my 
own experiences and observa-
tions which I will partly share 
within this article. During this 
time I met my co-author, Gregor 
Fasching (GF), who is not only 
Swiss national but also used to 
work in an international busi-
ness environment and I think 
therefore quite well qualified to 
set my observations and com-
ments into context. My personal 
opinion is that working in dif-
ferent countries broadens your 
view, makes you able to recog-
nize differences, be more obser-
vant and at the same time more 
distant to immediate judgement. 

Suddenly this, what you are used 
to be „right” behaviour is not the 
way your environment thinks 
and acts, so you experience a 

definitely different way of living.

(GF) On one hand Switzerland 
is taking care of its traditions, 
on the other it is a very mod-
ern and international country. 
Switzerland is a so called „petty 
state” („Kleinstaat”) with no raw 
materials. For hundreds of years, 
Switzerland was forced to make 
a living by exporting goods and 
services. From 1400 to 1848, 
many Swiss mercenaries served 
in foreign armies in Europe. 

Mostly, the only way to evade 
bitter poorness. Swiss soldiers 
were an export success and leg-
endary for their courage and 
braveness. They are still provid-
ing the staff of the Vatican army, 
the Guardia Svizzera Pontificia, 
since 1506. Nowadays, Switzer-
land exports machines, preci-
sion tools, watches, pharma-
ceutical products and financial 
services (banking & insurance).
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Germans and Swiss – 
relationship special.

First of all let me get a bit side-
tracked into the relationship 
between Germans and Swiss 
before we come to more gen-
eral points on how to deal with 
Switzerland. This relationship is 
a very odd one. Germans seem 
to love Swiss and the Swiss view 
of the Germans? Well that’s an-
other story. 

When I was preparing for the 
move to Switzerland I had very 
romantic views: fantastic na-

ture (true), everything is clean 
and tidy (true) and everybody 
speaks German (wrong). When 
the Swiss deal with Germans 
they often have a very fine and 
elaborate language with only a 
tiny different intonation, which 
sounds very smooth and pleas-
ant. But it is definitely not Swiss! 
As one Professor from Universi-
ty of St Gallen mentioned to his 
solely German audience, they 
then use their „best German”. I 
am not a professional linguist, so 
cannot give an informed opin-
ion, but I think Swiss must be a 
different language, having com-
mon roots with German. For 
example in Swiss food smells 

good when it tastes good in Ger-
man. And the German breakfast 
cereal (Müsli) is a small mouse 
in Swiss, it only becomes the ce-
real when you insert an audible e 
(Müesli). Can you imagine how 
irritating it is to think you un-
derstand the language when in 
fact you don’t? Dealing in Swit-
zerland can feel like a film where 
the text is always behind the ac-
tion, because you tend to trans-
late and retranslate the language 
all the time. 

I remember one business meet-
ing, where I was the only Ger-
man and the other participants 
asked me if Swiss as meeting 
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language is ok with me. I agreed 
and attended for 45 minutes 
where I completely missed the 
content. I knew they expected 
some recommendation based 
on the agreements afterwards, 
it was actually a preparatory 
meeting for a difficult customer 
meeting. In retrospective it is a 
quite funny story and I guess the 
participants will still remember 
this as well, but at that time it 
was a complete and utter disas-
ter for me. I assume this experi-
ence with similar but different 
language must be comparable to 
British dealing with Americans 
(two great nations, divided by a 
common language!).

I think Germans also tend to 
love the Swiss because Swiss use 
diminutives in their language, so 
suddently everything becomes 
small, tiny, cute and cuddly in 
the German perception. 

(GF) Unless something is really 
big or massive, Swiss often use 
the diminuitive form of nouns. 
This is a manifestation of the 
legendary Swiss understate-
ment. Swiss love to be perceived 
humble. Actually, they are rather 
introverted and struggle with 
growing beyond themselves. An 
absolute no-go is to talk about 
money. 

Working colleagues (even if they 
have been working together for 

decades) do not disclose their 
monthly salary.

And as you are polite (yes, Ger-
mans can be polite!), you might 
try to accommodate and sud-
denly put those endings every-
where you think they belong. 
Don’t, please don’t. This causes, 
what I would name, the Gremlin 
effect. 

You know this film with the 
small, tiny, cuddly, cute creatures 
who mutate into vicious mon-
sters when getting into contact 
with water, sunlight and being 
fed after midnight? You achieve 
the same effect with the Swiss 
when trying to imitate their 
language, adding „–li” or some-
thing like that to every imagi-
nable word. They are seriously 
put off and you can forget about 
building any kind of meaningful 
relationship with them. 

Swiss have a certain way dealing 
with such behaviour: besides you 
can see it in their body language 
and sometimes in their faces, 
looking like „a bulldog chewing 
a wasp”. Actually various expres-
sions around „the big canton” 
sums it all up and most of them 
are not meant in a friendly way.

(GF) Indeed, Swiss talk about 
the „the big canton” which is the 
neighbour country Germany to 
the north with the river Rhine 

building a natural borderline. 
„The big canton” is the neigh-
bouring country with German as 
the same language and mentality 
of the majority in Switzerland.
But, why do the Swiss call it the 
„big canton”? Switzerland con-
sists of 26 small cantons forming 
the „Confoederatio Helvetica” 
which means the „Confederated 
States of Switzerland”. „The big 
canton” is some kind of an irony 
about a 27th canton being much 
bigger in size and importance – 
at least this is how the Germans 
tend to behave some times. 

The other way round, Switzer-
land being a German „Bun-
desland” (state) is absolutely 
unthinkable. Using all means, 
Swiss defend their identity being 
a small state. Swiss always state 
(and even more when abroad) 
that they are „Swiss” and not 
„Germans”. 

A Swiss saying that wraps it up 
quite nicely is: „Neighbours are 
neighbours and not friends.”

Comparing Germany with 
Switzerland in a cultural con-
text reveals that not only the 
language is different:
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Source: Geert Hofstede, Comparison Switzerland – Germany (link)

The most significant difference 
between Germans and Swiss re-
lates to indulgence (red rectan-
gle), the dimension which deals 
with the control of desires and 
impulses. Swiss possess a more 
positive attitude to enjoying life 
and having fun. More detailed 
explanation of these graphs can 

be found on Geert Hofstede’s 
website (www.geert-hofstede.
com)

By the way: Swiss are as small, 
cuddly, cute, polite (or not) as 
Germans. So please stay away 
from those stereotypes. If you 
are really interested in speaking 

Swiss then better take a language 
course. For German readers who 
might not want to go into those 
depths: watch interviews with 
Roger Federer in German and in 
Swiss (available in Youtube) and 
you will hear what I mean.
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Business with the 
Swiss – don’t under-
estimate the 
challenge.

Actually this rule applies every 
time when working with a dif-
ferent culture, so let’s have a 

look at the specific challenges 
when dealing with the Swiss. 
You might have read the „Hitch-
hiker’s Guide to Business with 
Germany” (download free) de-
scribing how and why Germans 
separate business and personal 
matters. Well, this behaviour is 
even more pronounced in Swit-
zerland. 

You can open a conversation 
with the weather, no problem, 
but even if you know some de-
tails about the person such as 
family or hobbies, avoid ques-
tions by all means and do not 
share such details about your-
self as well. In Switzerland it is 
less about the waste of business 
time or efficiency in meetings, it 
is about privacy, that’s why you 
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should be prepared that such 
conversations will neither hap-
pen before or after meetings.  
Privacy ranks on top of the cul-
tural agenda and it has no place 
in business. 

Even inprivate surrounding 
such topics might only be tol-
erated if you grew up together 
or have grown connections and 
friendship over decades. It ac-
tually took me years to be al-
lowed having at least a bit of a 
high level conversation about 
kids and school or holiday des-
tinations with some of my more 
open colleagues, whereas it took 
maybe 2 or 3 conference calls 
with Americans to know what 
sports the children prefer and 
what the activities last weekend 
were. Fons Trompenaars named 
this difference very pictorially 
the „peach or coconut culture”: 
soft outside, hard core or hard 
outside and soft core. In my per-
ception Swiss are a kind of mul-
ty-layer coconuts if there would 
be such a thing. Cracking the 
surface means you are still far 
away frome the core. 

(GF) Swiss people are very disci-
plined and reliable business peo-
ple. But „business is business and 
remains business”. There is no 
room for private matters in busi-
ness. To keep the things apart is 
the common understanding of 

professionalism. Swiss are mis-
understood both in business and 
in private life, it is just normal to 
give as little personal informa-
tion as possible.

a) Growing the Alps and build-
ing a business relationship.

I guess it is hard to understand 
how to build a business relation-
ship when the personal level is 
off limits. So how are you going 
to do this? Generally you need to 
understand that the Swiss soci-
ety is very close knit. Leadership 
and decision maker levels are 
mainly occupied by men, and 
they know each other personally 
or have at least one common de-
nominator which is the service 
in the Swiss army. 

Even if they don’t know each oth-
er this is one entry point for get-
ting into touch with each other 
or being referred – this is closed 
for any foreigner of course, so 
you will absolutely need a Swiss 
person to open the market and 
referrals for you. This person 
should be and stay in the lead: 
do not assume you simply buy 
the rolodex and then muscle in 
you or your company into these 
meetings at the first or second 
time. Even if your rank would be 
higher, don’ t do this. As men-

tioned relationships and more 
important trust is built over a 
very long time and if you be-
have like that you demonstrate a 
lack of both. In this regard time 
and relationships are worth pure 
money – you lose both immedi-
ately if you don’t accept the way 
it is done „there”. 

I think there are many varieties 
of this saying in every Western 
European country, but it is good 
to keep it in mind that „the Alps 
are not grown over night”.

On the other hand this kind of 
patience and attitude towards 
time is absolutely inopportune 
when you meet or deliver after 
contract signature. Even in the 
sales and negotiation phase it is 
absolutely crucial to have a pre-
cise schedule and an overall real-
istic plan and stick to it meticu-
lously. Being on time with the 
expected quality as a minimum 
is what makes the difference. 
Germans have the reputation of 
being punctual, but compared 
to the Swiss they are somewhat 
sloppy. You need to take „being 
on time” quite literally, which it 
actually is. There are only two 
stages: „on time” and „not on 
time”, there is nothing in be-
tween like „somewhat punctual” 
the same with pregnant: either 
you are or you are not.
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One day I had an appointment 
and on my way I met a person 
on the floor who asked a quick 
question. I did not want to storm 
off, ignoring this person, so I 
had a very brief exchange, which 
made me 2 minutes late. This 
would have been in the level of 
tolerance for German meetings, 
where discomfort starts at being 
late about 5 minutes. In Swit-
zerland it was regarded as rude 
even with the explanation and 
a valid excuse. So if you hear: 
„It can happen” finish the sen-
tence in your mind with „but 
it should not” as this is what it 
means. Take something positive 
from this approach: see it as hint 
for your personal improvement 
and actions to be taken, but take 
it also as a kind of serious warn-
ing. My personal lesson learned 
was to start earlier and then ac-
cept that I would probable be 
early. You can use this time to 
sort your material, switch off 
your mobile and focus on the 
time ahead. 

(GF) Quite succinct. 1 minute 
late is an absolute „no go”. You 
will not sell anything – never!

I was wondering why this is the 
case and one historical explana-
tion made sense to me. It is a be-
haviour which is related to living 
in a very difficult environment: if 
the weather conditions get really 
hostile, which they do in winter, 
you need to plan much in ad-

vance to get your food prepared 
and preserved in time otherwise 
you will starve. Nowadays this 
is not necessary for survival any 
more, but it is still engrained in 
the culture and present in indi-
vidual habits. 

So plan yourself accordingly and 
be on time at the minute, not 5 
minutes early and not 2 minutes 
late. If not, let them know in 
advance and give them enough 
time to reschedule. Take soft-
ware development as an exam-
ple: you can normally foresee 
that your delivery will be late in 
advance, probably even weeks 
before or even days. So let your 
Swiss customer not only know 
but also the reasons and the ac-
tions you implemented to avoid 
such occurence in the future; this 
builds trust and demonstrates 
that you respect the particular 
local needs. It takes anticipa-
tion and an in depth knowledge 
of your customer’s expectations, 
which brings us directly to the 
next point: quality and price.

b) Simple tastes and El Dorado.

Let’s take the definition of quality 
according to Oxford dictionaries 
as a basis for further exploration:  
„the standard of something as 
measured against other things 
of a similar kind” The degree 
of excellence of something” or 
take it more mundane with Os-

car Wilde „I have the simplest 
tastes. I am always satisfied with 
the best.” Then you get an under-
standing of the average custom-
er expectations, with only one 
small alteration: always is not a 
standard for satisfaction when 
working with the Swiss, but this 
rule applies in both ways: Busi-
ness to Business (as we have it 
in IT and Business Process Out-
sourcing) but also in the Busi-
ness to Consumer stream (as in 
manufacturing, retail and some 
subsets of BPO).

You will be measured on what 
you deliver and „meet basic 
needs” will definitely not do. 
Quality has nothing to do with 
quantity, so don’ t try to sell ser-
vices on the basis of the simple 
amount of people with a de-
gree as so often used in connec-
tion with offshoring to India or 
China. The theoretical choice 
might be nice on the surface but 
an average offshoring does not 
require millions of people. You 
might need eventually 100 or 
probably 1000 people, which you 
can find everywhere – even in 
every nearshore country (which 
would be East Europe destina-
tions) there are enough qualified 
people available. Because their 
expectations are so high – and 
the Swiss know it quite well – 
they are prepared and willing to 
pay a fair price. 
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Stop! As a first time seller don’t 
even start to assume Switzerland 
is El Dorado, the land of gold, be-
cause Swiss are absolutely ruth-
less and uncompromising when 
assessing return on investment: 
they are prepared to immediate-
ly pull the plug and never come 
back if you even try to throw 
mediocre products and services 
on them. The back and forth 
with regards to improvements, 
renegotiations and another trial 
or extension, whilst being „a bit 
dissatisfied”as you see it happen-
ing so often in outsourcing rela-

tionships will be very short. The 
threat of the costs of insourcing 
or transition to another provider 
is probably a nuisance but no in-
hibitor. 

Remember? Being prepared? 
Having a long term view not only 
on the Alps? The Swiss certainly 
are, and you can be sure they 
have even planned for the costs 
and effort of executing the worst 
case. Putting it terms of money 
and price: don’t even think of 
messing around with the Swiss! 
And please do not try to haggle. 

This is embarassing at best and 
puts you into an awkward situa-
tion: if you are not worth it, then 
don’t even start. It is not „learn-
ing by doing” or „wing it on the 
flight”.

Putting the „quality and price” 
topic in terms of new business 
I would always go through a 
rigorous assessment by experi-
enced Swiss experts, which you 
can find e.g. via SwissICT, the 
Swiss IT Association. If some of 
those experts would regard your 
services or products as suitable: 
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just go ahead; if not then go back 
and do your homework or sim-
ply forget it if it is beyond your 
capability.

c) The devil in Swiss watches.

Don’t worry there is none. You 
certainly might ask why we 
chose this particular headline? 
Because in this section we will 
deal with attention to detail , we 
will talk about the small things 
which can make or break the 
deal. Here the devil and the ex-
pertise sit quite comfortably 
next to each other. What could 
be a better symbol for this bal-
ance than Swiss watches? I hope 

you will have the pleasure to 
own a Swiss watch: the expertise, 
the beauty, the craftsmanship 
and the precision are unique. 
Although it does nothing more 
than tell you the same time as a 
20 Euro plastic thing, it is never-
theless a masterpiece of its own 
kind.

I have been involved into pro-
jects which were so well planned 
and orchestrated that the execu-
tives used this comparison to 
show their appreciation in the 
end. What does this mean for 
outsourcing offerings? Well they 
should work the same. Prepare 
your meetings in the same metic-
ulous way like the delivery of the 

solution, work on as few assum-
tions as possible, invest much 
more time into dotting the i’s and 
crossing the t’s - even when you 
start working on high-level top-
down. Think things through and 
be prepared to be asked about 
those tiny details. This refers not 
only to the facts and figures but 
also to the organisation of meet-
ings. Gather as much informa-
tion as possible about the people 
and the company. For example if 
your customer is from the food 
industry then research and take 
the effort to serve their prod-
ucts in the meeting. These tiny 
details are extremely important. 
It shows that you care – actually 
this should happen all the time 
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and everywhere, but it seems 
with all the technology and hype 
around tools this has become an 
outdated behaviour. 

(GF) You need to work ex-
tremely detail oriented and be 
able and determined to deliver 
a masterpiece, nothing less. The 
comparison with Swiss watches 
is quite suitable. If you cannot 
do this – probably because you 
have a different cultural back-
ground, which has another at-
titude to time and details - then 
don’t do it. Expectations are that 
high and it is  black or white mo-
dus. No grey in between.

Yes, the point with being intro-
vert or better: quite succinct in 
language and behaviour is true. 
It reminds me at the attitude to-
wards outcomes - a bit German 
probably that „no criticism is a 
praise”, but on two occasions I 
was extraordinary proud and 
pleased with myself, when I was 
explicitely told I was „on time” 
and my work was „perfect”. Can 
there be a higher commenda-
tion? I think not.

Few and famous final 
words – even about 
Swedish.
We will close this article with 
some few things, opinions and 

stereotypes which we think are 
worth to be mentioned. 

Point 1: Switzerland has the 
most democratic democracy.

(GF) Switzerland is supposedly 
the only country with such a 
democratic democracy. This is 
why there are various polls on 
weekends e.g. about taring roads 
within parishes. But this is also 
a reason why voters can have 
their say if they would tolerate 
a building of a mosque in their 
village.

(CC) In many Western Europe-
an countries you have the split 
between the official tolerance 
and „political correctness” and 
the opinion of the voters, mostly 
expressed in pubs but also re-
flected in the raise of nationalis-
tic oriented parties. In my opin-
ion asking people directly as it is 
working in Switzerland should 
be a role model instead of being 
targeted by some foreign press as 
„racist”. The mood is the way it 
is and must be dealt with instead 
of denounced or suppressed and 
put behind closed doors.

Oh this underlying concept to 
find a common way is maybe 
the reason why the relationship 
between employer and employee 
is also different to other coun-
tries. If you start to microman-
age Swiss, tell them what to do 

or one-sided change policies and 
procedures without discussion 
and consent you will have a real 
hard time and it is quite possible 
that you act against one of the 26 
regional applicable (cantonal) 
laws.

Opinion 2: Switzerland is an 
extreme expensive country. 

(GF) Well it might look so, but 
if you set it into context: there is 
much less collecting tax and re-
distributing money machinery 
at work. You pay fewer taxes to 
the government but you have to 
pay much more directly, starting 
with parking fees and not end-
ing with waste management. To 
a certain point wages and money 
spent balances itself, but it can 
be  a shock for foreign manag-
ers who are to approve travel ex-
penses. No your employees are 
not selling the company when 
inviting customers, but you have 
to be prepared to approve CHF 
60,- (which is about 4.000 INR 
or £ 42) for a decent dinner. 

Point 3: Swiss are economical.

(GF) Acting economical is re-
garded as a virtue. It is abso-
lutely normal that a Swiss busi-
nessman (even when invited) 
chooses a medium expensive 
meal. Not necessarily the cheap-
est, but definitely not the most 
expensive. Swiss can easily en-
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joy a frugal meal such as roasted 
sausage with Rösti (comparable 
to hash browns). Rumour has it 
that Swiss wish to have the roast 
sausage when returning home 
from abroad.

Stereotype 4: Are they really so 
unspectacular?

(GF) It depends. Of course this 
is a common stereotype and it 
has probably to do with being 
introvert and reserved. In the 
perception of the very expres-
sive cultures, where people not 
only talk with their mouths but 
also with hands, arms and some-
times the whole body – where 
everything sounds and looks 
quite dramatic – we are regarded 
more or less boring. I think we 
have two sides: you will hardly 
see Swiss getting drunk or ex-
trovert in a surrounding which 
needs discipline such as business 
travel or business related events. 
It is a complete different story 
when we celebrate with friends.

Opinion 5: Privacy and bank-
ing – what is this all about?

(GF) Quite a difficult and emo-
tional topic. I am aware that in 
the foreign press Swiss are of-
ten characterized as harbour-
ing criminals and supporting 
tax avoidance schemes implying 
Swiss are greedy. I think this is 
quite unfair, but such headlines 
sell. 

Taking the need for privacy and 
the avoidance of talking about 
money into consideration bank-
ing business is one of the oldest 
businesses in Switzerland. And 
this cultural need found its man-
ifestation in the Swiss banking 
law, where accessing and pro-
cessing Swiss banking customer 
data outside of Switzerland is 
forbidden and can be punished 
with jail. 

On the other hand there are al-
ways people and companies, 
which use such regulations in 
a morally dubious way. In my 
opinion you cannot expect the 
Swiss to control or ensure that 
citizens from other countries 
behave in a lawful way. Some 
headlines read as if Swiss are to 
be blamed for their legally pro-
tected right of banking privacy?! 
This stirs up emotions as you 
can imagine.

As long as the tax regulations 
are the way they are as long you 
will find companies which locate 
their headquarters or their ac-
counts in Bahamas, Luxemburg, 
Switzerland or Liechtenstein – 
„optimizing” their revenue and 
income by avoiding tax in the 
locations where the revenue is 
generated. 

My personal prediction: things 
will change, Switzerland will not 
be an “island of the blessed” any-
more. Banking secrecy will be 

adapted to support lawful deal-
ing and corporate tax advantages 
decrease with the establishment 
of automatic data exchange. But 
we will do it our way, just wait 
for it.

And finally point 6: The thing 
with Swedish.

(CC) I guess Europe, countries, 
history, languages and also dis-
tances must be really confusing. 
Switzerland has 4 official lan-
guages. And of course English 
is a standard in schools as well. 
Swedish is none of the official 
languages but this story came 
from an Expat internet forum, 
where foreigners help each other 
to getting around. From schools 
to holiday resorts or finding and 
dealing with handymen – and 
one day a newcomer expressed 
great surprise over how few 
people spoke Swedish in Swit-
zerland. Which is true.  •
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Carola Copland (CC) built her 
reputation as Subject Matter Ex-
pert on Outsourcing business 
over a 13 year career in a Fortune 
50 Global IT company. As a fully 
qualified lawyer with additional 
qualifications in IT and Project 
Management Carola has gained 
broad experience in consulting, 
big-scale sales projects, con-
tract management, Shared Ser-
vices and Delivery Centre start 
up and operations. Having held 
senior and international man-
agement positions, she thinks 
that most problems which oc-
cur in small, medium and global 
business show a strong pattern: 
the welfare, job satisfaction and 
enthusiasm of the people actu-

ally responsible for doing the 
job is either taken for granted 
or ignored altogether.  There-
fore Carola mainly focuses on 
interdisciplinary and people 
related aspects of Outsourcing: 
changing organisations, linking 
functions together, simplify and 
automate workflows to achieve 
operational excellence which 
better fit people’s needs.

Carola is active in key profes-
sional and leadership organisa-
tions, building up knowledge 
and industry efficiency frame-
works for the German Out-
sourcing Association (GOA) 
and the Nordic IT Outsourcing 
Association (ITOSDA). 

Gregor Fasching (GF) has 25 
years IT experience in sales, 
project management and con-
sulting. He worked for leading 
IT service providers and has a 
track record of successful IT 
Outsourcing projects of multi-
million contract value with na-
tional and multi-national com-
panies mainly in Switzerland 
and Germany across industries 
(banking, insurance, retail and 
manufacturing).

In 2014, Gregor founded an IT 
sourcing consulting company 
in Switzerland. The neutral con-
sultants of Adaptway provide 

modular services that are end-
to-end from consulting to pro-
ject management. In January 
2015, the services were extended 
by Online Business Consulting 
starting with a Business Writing 
Service (e.g. Business Case) first 
of all.

Gregor has the necessary expe-
rience to understand the client’s 
challenges and to ensure best ad-
vice and successful implementa-
tion of projects. He lives with his 
family near to Zurich.
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