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The British. What comes to
mind if you hear those words?
Well, the referendum and its re-
lated press and mess of course
and the recent general election.
But these are just recent events.
What else? The Queen, tea, terri-
ers, men in skirts or the famous
art of queuing, probably?

The UK is now the third foreign
country where I have lived and
worked. Having been here for
almost five years, it seems that
every day it gets more and more
difficult for me to understand
what the British are and why. I
am also finding it increasingly
difficult to adapt to the subtleties
the British ways of life presents,
and I have still my so called
“Monty Python moments”, when
things look and feel a bit sur-
real. I should probably be more
accurate here and say that in
particular, I am talking about
the culture of the English, the
largest country in Britain, rather
than the British as a whole, as
there is not really a single Brit-
ish culture. Britain, or more ac-
curately the United Kingdom of
Great Britain and Northern Ire-
land, is made up of four coun-
tries, each with their own very
distinct culture. Although the
four parts of this “United King-
dom” squabble all the time, it is
nonetheless united and I will ex-
plain later what I mean by that
and to avoid making this article
overly complicated I will stick
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to using “British” or as they are
often known, the “Brits” as a de-
scription and hope that my read-
ers from Scotland, Wales and
Northern Ireland will forgive my
overly simple view.

But back to the Brits. While this
might sound strange, what you
see with them is not what you
get, unlike the Germans for ex-
ample, although they also have
different ways in different areas
of the country. There are more
subtleties of culture and lan-
guage in Britain than there are
layers in an onion and to get an
insight of what makes this island
and its inhabitants tick is often
difficult. The British, as the ex-
tract from the Economist refer-
enced at the next page shows,
may not say what they mean or
mean what they say. But if you
want to be successful in doing
business with the British (and
remember it is the largest out-
sourcing market in Europe),
then it is worth spending a lit-
tle time in trying to understand
them.

In the last few years, I have been
working in a global environ-
ment — although there are many
countries with which I had little
or no involvement. But I dis-
covered that the layers of mean-
ing within the British culture
seemed to give them an advan-
tage when pursuing global busi-
ness. Let me give you an exam-

ple, when things were looking as
if they were really getting out of
hand - be it for business reasons
or cultural reasons - there was
one person, everybody always
turned to. Richard Avery, my co-
author was one of only a handful
people who seemed to under-
stand the complexities involved
in conducting business whether
outsourcing or M&A across 130
countries working to aggressive
deadlines - and Richard is Brit-
ish. Before you start with the
“keep calm and ...” stereotypes,
what made him successful other
than his vast experience was a
mind-set that was used to deal-
ing with ambiguity and that
thrived on the complexities of
managing hundreds of cultures
and attitudes.

CUP OF TEA AND
A BISCUIT ANY-
ONE?

The deputy headmaster of one of
my local schools in the UK, who
is very much in love with Germa-
ny, recently asked me about the
main differences I had found be-
tween the two countries. One of
the first things which came into
my mind is history and related
to this, tradition. The British are
very much defined by their his-
tory. They perceive this as a very
long continuum, whereas in
Germany there is a tremendous

Carola Copland and Richard Avery. An Outsourcing Verband publication. All rights reserved.

4



BRITISH ENGLISH
”TRANSLATIONS”

Quite good

— ’l
" ‘QTranﬂ'atwbased g;:&ﬂ Ei omist, 07.05.2011

i b R



BUSINESS WITH THE BRITISH - ALWAYS LOOK ON THE BRIGHT SIDE? I

and very painful black hole. A
break which is hard to deal with
in terms of identity or “being
proud” of anything German, al-
though I have found one source
which names Britain as the most
belligerent country on earth and
it certainly has some “skeletons
in its closet” History however,
is one of the pillars of the British
cultural identity. A very mov-
ing moment is “Armed Forces
Day”, which is celebrated every
year with the keen participation
of the population. In one of the
speeches I heard, the speaker
mention WWII and although
there are still painful memories,
they spoke with great respect for
their former enemy. On the oth-
er hand, British humour knows
few limits.

While it can be very gentle (one
comedy programme about three
old men doing nothing much,
ran for over 20 years), British
humour’s attitude towards for-
eigners and the war can be very
harsh indeed. As an example, I
would recommend John Cleese
in Faulty Towers talking or rath-
er not talking about “the war”™:
“Its all forgotten now, and let’s
hear no more about it. So, that’s
two, egg mayonnaise, a prawn
Goebbels, a Hermann Goering,
and four Colditz salads”. How-
ever, when I say that British hu-
mour knows few limits, I have to
admit that the limit does not ex-

Page 4

tend so far as “Dinner For One”
which despite being British, is
largely unknown in the UK and
a complete mystery to most Brits
I have met.

And, here is the conundrum.
While many British TV pro-
grammes and the right-wing
element of their press can be
extremely xenophobic and, let’s
be honest, downright offensive,
most Brits take people at face
value and are polite and respect-
ful of the people they meet, re-
gardless of where they come
from.

Another peculiarity of the Brit-
ish culture is the so called “com-
munity spirit”. To a certain and
limited extent, it was present
in the corporate environment
where any animosity or personal
ambition was very much sec-
ondary to the common goal. I
have never experienced this at-
titude to such a degree in any
other country / society where I
have worked or lived.

So, what do I mean by “com-
munity spirit” and how does it
present itself? It seems that most
cities, towns, villages have a long
tradition of “us against them” —
be it districts, streets or neigh-
bouring villages. There is often
some kind of traditional, but
normally light-hearted, feud the
origins of which have often been

forgotten many generations
since. But somehow it is expect-
ed of everyone to keep it going;
it is like an unwritten rule or
glue that holds people together.
On the other hand, everybody is
aware that this attitude is not re-
ally sustainable and therefore it
is very limited. As an example:
I live in a small neighbourhood
where everyone puts their waste-
bin outside the evening before
the refuse collector arrives.
Once the bins are emptied the
person who sees this first brings
back all the waste-bins, not just
theirs but everyone’s. You do not
even have to be “friends” with
the other person.

The same applies to charitable
activities — there are hundreds
maybe even thousands of chari-
ties where you can become in-
volved (in 2015 it was reported
that people in UK donated more
to charity in GDP terms than any
other country in Europe and the
UK Government donates more
in International aid than any
country other than the US). The
British seem to have an under-
lying mind-set, that you give if
you can, because there might be
a day when you and your family
need help. The British not-for-
profit business has dimensions
of an industrial sector (“third
sector”).
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It is also based on a long tradi-
tion and helping people in need
is still taught in schools as a Brit-
ish Value.

Another aspect which I must
mention, is the proverbial Brit-
ish politeness. English is super-
ficially quite an easy language
to learn. You can very quickly
express yourself and make your-
self understood, even with com-
pletely incorrect grammar and
an accent. I think it is related to
the influence of various other
languages and cultures: the Vi-
kings (brought a Nordic aspect),
German (from the Saxons), Lat-
in (thanks to the church) along
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with Hindi, French, Spanish and
just about any other language
you can think of.

English is a lovely mixture and
every time I replaced a missing
word in my Germanic vocabu-
lary with a Latin expression, it
worked - although I found that
this way of speaking was regard-
ed as “intellectual”. The problem
is that English becomes a more
and more complicated language
the more you delve into it.

You will never hear anything
quite straightforward and there
are endless hidden lines be-
tween the lines. Some call this
tact or diplomacy, while others
would say that the British are

liars because they never really
say what they mean. In any case,
you can be sent to hell in such
a way that you will be looking
forward to the journey - and
not even recognise what has
just happened. It all depends on
your own culture and how com-
munication works there. If you
come from a straight speaking
culture, such as Germany or the
Netherlands, it can be very tiring
and perceived as a waste of time
to participate in this continu-
ous dancing around the subject.
However, when the non-native
speaker tries to dig deeper to un-
derstand something it can cause
massive tensions. The Brits all
talk and write between the lines,
in a way which a non-native
isn’t capable of comprehending -
ever. Not only that, but the con-
tinuous use of indirect speech,
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sarcasm and irony can also be
difficult to comprehend, even
for native English speakers from
other countries such as the USA.
The non-native speaker regards
the Brit as evasive while the Brit
regards the non-native as direct
to the point of rudeness. As an
example, Richard told me about
a situation where a German as-
sistant kept telling him how to
do his job. One day he finally
overcame is inbuilt politeness
and told the assistant that he was
the boss not her. She in turn got
very upset, because she was not
attempting to tell him how to do
his job, but simply seeking ad-
vice on how problems should be
solved.

However, she did not want to ap-
pear as though she was not capa-
ble and suggested ways that the
problem might be solved, which
her boss misunderstood as her
telling him how to do his job.

Once this communication mis-
understanding was resolved

they worked well together. I per-
sonally remember having expe-
rienced such a scenario in my
early days in the UK.

I didn’t understand what was go-
ing on or how to find out what
was going on, so kept asking
questions. However, I in my
defence always tried to explain
why I was asking. My persistent
questioning, even with explana-
tions was not well received and
even to this day the subject of
my questioning is still not talk-
ing to me and when we meet he
acts as if I do not exist.

Leading on from this, you can
normally recognize a Brit who
has been living abroad and
working with non-native speak-
ers quite easily: they often talk
slower, they practise a less so-
phisticated and colourful way
of expressing what they mean
and they forgive any perceived
“rudeness”.

There is a lesson to be learned
from this: before you feel of-
fended and get aggressive with
that devious Brit, ask yourself if
they really mean to communi-
cate that way?

Offensive, outright rude? Even if
they are — and sometimes there
is a potentially nasty twist within
the lines — you don’t have to take
it this way. Stay calm and polite.
It gets you further and disarms
the other party.

ANDIFIT ALL
GOES WRONG?

Having the proverbial cup of tea
and a biscuit, might be a stereo-
type, and you might have a cof-
fee instead, but the advantage of
tea is that it takes time to make.
It gives you a timeout and allows
your mind to reflect on the topic
which is agitating you. As you
focus on the ceremony (prepare
the water, warm the teapot, wait
for the brew... you get the idea
of time spent?), you calm down
and collect yourself.

There is another famous an-
ecdote, not involving tea, but
showing how British seem to
remain calm and unemotional
in the face of adversity: on be-
ing warned that the Spanish fleet
(armada) was approaching, Sir
Francis Drake is said to have
remarked that there was still
enough time to finish his game
of bowls (which like cricket is
a sport which cannot be under-
stood by outsiders) and still beat
the Spaniards. I certainly won-
der if this is the true reason be-
hind the British termination of
their EU membership?
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KEEP CALM AND
CARRY ON

When attempting to do business
with the Brits, there are several
things that you should keep in
mind. First and most obviously,
is that what we are talking about
is a preference for working in a
particular way. Not everyone
will think or act the same. Sec-
ondly, the British tend to focus
on past glories and not future
opportunities, so discussions
about future business will often
be framed in the context of the
past.

For example, a single world cup
win in 1966 is given more cre-
dence than Germany’s four over-
all and three since 1966, wins.
Finally, Brits are ideas people.
They claim that more inventions
come from the UK than any
other country. Whether this is
true or not, the theory of evo-
lution, the world-wide web, the
telephone and chocolate bars, to
name but a few, are all British in-
ventions, although it seems that
the British are not very good
at bringing their inventions to
market.

Carola Copland and Richard Avery.

So, what does this mean to you,
a foreigner trying to do business
in the UK? First of all, do not be
surprised if the person you are
dealing with does not conform
to your expected stereotype.
They may not be English at all,
they may be Scots (not Scotch -
that is a drink), Welsh, Irish or
one of the other 100 plus nation-
alities that populate the large cit-
ies of the UK.

Secondly, the discussion may
well be framed in the context of
“we do things differently and it
has always worked well for us”.
Do not take this as a rejection,
but as a challenge to convince
them why your way is better.
And when I say convince, I do
not mean tell the Brit that they
are wrong or drown them in
technical details, you need to let
them gradually come to the con-
clusion that while they are cor-
rect, you might, just might, have
an idea worth considering.

You may find that this accept-
ance of your ideas comes be-
tween meetings or during breaks
in meetings, so be prepared for
timeouts or extended gaps be-
tween meeting, while they think
your ideas through.

Expect to have your perfect pro-
posal and solution changed in
some way. There will always be
ideas presented as to how your
proposal can be improved and
sometimes they will be right.

Finally, don’t forget the layers of
language. You need to be direct,
but more importantly polite -
and remember that what you
regard as politeness may not be
taken as such in the UK.

cing Verband publication. All rights reserved.
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English, as spoken in the UK, is
an imprecise language and your
first few discussions may very
well be vague only slowly com-
ing to the detail you desire. This
vagueness may lead you to be-
lieve that the imprecise language
is backed up by imprecise think-
ing — and in the beginning this
may be true.

But, by deliberate use of this
vague approach, you may find
that British opposite number
has outmanoeuvred you and
you may suddenly realise that
you have given away more than
you ever intended. In such cir-
cumstances, it is often useful to
be guided by a native English-
speaking Brit (not just English,
not just fluent, but someone who
has grown up there). However,
you will need to be sure that you
can trust them to represent you
effectively and that they are not
“playing both ends against the
middle” as they say.

Other things to consider are
price and quality. Your price is
important but not to the total ex-
clusion of value, although it may
take some time for your Brit-
ish counterpart to come to this
conclusion. For example, British
companies have moved many of
their overseas outsourced opera-
tions back to the UK due to high
levels of customer complaint,
but only after years of “pain” and
customers leaving in droves to
bring the British to this point.
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Quality is vital providing it
doesn’t put up the price and in an
outsourcing environment, they
want YOU to protect their staff
— while wanting them off their
books. Don’t forget that labour
related legislation is much more
business friendly in UK than in
other European countries.

So, after all this why would you
want to do business in the UK,
particularly given the additional
complexity which will arise af-
ter Brexit. Well, first of all, it is
easy to set up a company in the
UK. Providing you have a local
address, for a small fee you can
simply register the name of your
company and that is it. Second-
ly, the UK business environment
is relatively open in comparison
to most European countries and
finally, the UK outsourcing mar-
ket is the largest anywhere out-
side of the USA.

British enterprises are normally
very open to overseas companies
taking on their work - as long
as the price is right, the quality
is good and you are prepared
to work their way. The poten-
tial downside to this is that the
UK is a very mature outsourcing
market and IT outsourcing has
been a major factor in business
for nearly 40 years. Therefore,
although they may ask for the
earth, British companies know
very well what you can and can-
not achieve. So, do not promise
what you cannot deliver. And if

you fail to deliver the Brits will
come down on you very, very
hard (in the nicest possible way
of course). For example, I was
once asked to attend a meeting
with a customer to discuss a
couple of “small issues” relating
to contract performance — at the
meeting, joining the customer,
were five contract lawyers. How-
ever, this situation is not usual,
providing you are prepared to
keep talking and attempt to re-
solve issues in good faith. If you
are prepared to compromise and
work through issues you will
find that most problems can be
resolved politely and without re-
course to the law and remember
that because English law is based
on precedence - it can be very
unreliable.

One final thought, something
I find extraordinary about the
British is their belief in fate. Al-
though they sometimes seem to
be quite miserable, deep down
they believe that everything will
be alright in the end, or as an In-
dian colleague once told me:

EVERYTHING
WILL BE FINE IN
THE END AND IF
IT’S NOT FINE,
THEN IT’S NOT
THE END.
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Carola Copland is an independ-
ent consultant working with
companies wishing to imple-
ment organisational efficiency
through outsourcing, automa-
tion and strategic alignment
of multiple programs. She is
bi-lingual and works with the
academic back-ground as a fully
qualified German Lawyer. She is
also a qualified Negotiator, Pro-
ject Manager, and SAP Consult-
ant. She has been responsible
for developing, implementing
and executing high scale stra-
tegic development and cultural
change programs within growth
market regions embracing all in-
volved functions from a local to
global level. Having held senior
and international management

Richard Avery has 35 years ex-
perience in international out-
sourcing consultancy, sales and
delivery. As part of a Global En-
gagement Office he was one of
few people who were designated
to provide advice on setting up
outsourcing delivery operations
in locations as wide ranging as
Brazil, Hungary, UAE and the
Philippines. He has also deliv-
ered training and mentoring to
outsourcing sales and delivery
teams in over 30 countries on
four continents. Richard’s expe-
rience spans both the outsourc-
ing supply and demand sides
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positions, she thinks that the
wel-fare, job satisfaction and en-
thusiasm of the people actually
responsible for doing the job is
an essential part for success or
failure in business. Carola main-
ly focuses on interdisciplinary
and people related aspects of
operational efficiency: changing
organisations, linking functions
together, simplify and automate
workflows to achieve opera-
tional excellence which better fit
people’s needs. Carola regards
herself as an ambassador in the
common pursuit for innovation
and continuous improvement in
an environment of exponentially
increasing technological com-
plexity and uncertainty.

working with small boutique
consultancies and outsourced
SMEs through to large multi-
national enterprises.

Richard is now an independent
consultant working with com-
panies wishing to move into
the provision of international
outsourcing. He also lectures
part-time on business issues and
trains individuals and organisa-
tions in mind coaching tech-
niques designed to improve mo-
tivation and performance.

RARA AVIS
PARTNERS
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