Preliminary Conversations 

Before starting a business meeting, especially if it is the first meeting, the parties often spend time talking about trivial matters to know each other —is what in English is called a small talk. This time can vary from just two or three minutes in countries such as U.N. United States and Australia to more than thirty minutes in Asia or Arab countries. It is important to be aware of these conversations, trying to be friendly, and above all, do not disturb the other party with whom you are going to negotiate immediately. For these conversations ate topics favorable and other unfavorable that can be considered taboo. These unfavorable topics are often similar in most countries.

Among the favorable topics, with no negative consequences, are the weather (very usual in the UK) or the trip, and others in which the visitor demonstrates some knowledge of the country of the other party. Among the topics best suited to connect with the other party are history and culture, attractions (all countries, even those that are not particularly beautiful have some of them), food and sports. These are safe topics in which is difficult to put one’s foot in it. 

By contrast there are topics that is better to avoid such as: political matters (especially in no democratic countries), religion (in Muslim countries), ethnic and racial conflicts, human rights, the role of women, etc. On these subjects, the other party could have a deep-rooted opinion, completely opposite to ours, so a conflict may arise.

One issue that may be particularly troublesome is the comparison with other countries, especially neighboring countries. Throughout history almost all countries have maintained wars or suffered invasions from other countries in the same area, so they have bad memories that last over time, especially in the country that has been 

invaded or dominated; on the other hand, the invading country does not usually have these negative perceptions. Therefore, in these preliminary talks is not convenient to mention these neighboring countries, even mentioning that we do business with them. For example, when doing business in Ireland is better not to mention the UK, in Austria to Germany, in Poland to Russia, in Peru to Chile or in China to Japan. Even within a country there may be rivalries between main cities that are best avoided as is the case of Madrid-Barcelona (in Spain), Dubai-Abu Dhabi (UAE) and Bogota-Medellin (Colombia).

Verbal Communication

The way people communicate is also related to education and courtesy and in this sense must be adapted to each country’s etiquette. Among the aspects of verbal communication that deal directly with business etiquette can be distinguished: the tone of the conversation, respect to speaking turns and the use of impersonal and plural forms. 

There are countries where executives tend to speak at a very fast pace, with a high tone voice and emphasis on certain points in the conversation; this is the case, for 

example of Russia, Argentina and Israel. By contrast there are other countries — Sweden, Japan and Canada are good examples— where executives talk in a very calm way with a low tone and no emotional component that is not considered correct. Once again, the international executive must adapt his form of communication to not disturb the other party.

As regards speaking turns, in traditional cultures, especially in Asia, is really bad-mannered to interrupt the other party and actually in negotiations with foreign people is rarely done as it is considered disrespectful. Also in the more developed countries (Germany, Sweden, USA, Canada, etc.) speaking turns also are much respected; interruptions are considered unprofessional. 

As a general rule, is better to address the other party using impersonal and plural forms, especially in traditional cultures where the group prevails over the individual. In Asia is really important to avoid what is called losing face, i.e. personalize a comment on someone and thereby harm their image within the group - for example in a meeting you cannot use phrases such as “at the last meeting you said that…, but phrases like in the last meeting was said that…”  or “at the previous meeting we said that…”. 

Finally it is necessary to mention that in business meetings it is preferable to avoid the jokes and, of course, swearwords. The jokes often have problems of understanding due to cultural or language differences. As for the swearwords, especially in traditional cultures, degrade the social status of people who use them with an immediate loss of personal image that is transferred to the professional world.

