Cultural barriers

As part of a fortnightly series, Sergey Frank analyses the communication and

language difficulties when doing business in postiycommunist Poland

Poland’s political trans-
formation hag left its stamp
on the country's business
life, With economic liberalis-
ation has come growth, espe-
cially in financial services,
telecoms and insurance,

A reform of the pensions
system and privatisations in
telecoms and power have
attracted large amounlts of
fareign capital.

In the big cities, at least,
Poland has a decent trans-
part network with good
roads and up-io-date tele-
coms. It can also furnish
essential specialists such as
international lawyers, char-
tered accountants and secre-
taries with knowledge of for-
eign languages.

In rural Poland, telecom-
munications are improving
fast and facililies are gener-
ally available. But 'if won
find vourself doing business
outside Warsaw, Poznan or
Krakow, vou might need an
interpreter -— and country
roads often leave a lot to be
desired.

Infrastructure can be
rebuilt in a decade. Estab-
lished behaviour and

thought patterns are harder
to change. The market econ-
omy cannot be embraced
overnight - less still become
second nature. Thus you will

still see in Poland the
remaing of the old way of
thinking.

In negotiations, the impor-
tant guestion is who you are
dealing with. Some younger
managers have been edu-
cated in either western
Europe or the US. Some
have worked in subsidiaries
of western companies, and
can communicate and nego-
tiate in a western-European
or 1S style.

It is a different matter if
vou are negotiating with Pol-
ish business partners who
are older and have spent
maost of their working life
within the socialist system.

Such a negotiating partner
will probably be well-
pducated and possess great
technical expertize. Yet, you
may face difficulties in deal-
ing with commercial and
business subjects, such as
accounting standards. You
should spend time explain-
ing complex commercial
issues clearly, so vour part-
ner understands you.

Psychologically, this is not
alwavs sasy - especially dur-
ing a tense process such as a
negotiation. A schoolmas-
terly or arrogant manner is
to be avoided at all costs.
Adopt a friendly, unthrea-
tening posture to build confi-
dence befween you and your
counterpart. This will help
vou to clarify the subject of
the negotiation, and means
you will be well rewarded
later in the process.

Your counterpart's manag-
ers and staff may need train-
ing. In-house training will be
of great value to yvour busi-

‘ness partner, and reduce

your own costs. You can also
suggest this during the nego-
tiating process.

Because of the Polish law’s
complexity, contracts and
technical and commercial
documents, such as a feasi-
bility "study, will be very
detailed. You should docu-
ment agreements precisely
g0 that you have some pro-
tection should ‘the law
change.

Polish managers do not
spend much time on small
talk, even at the start of a
relationship, Megotiations
tend to be unemotional and
directed towards a goal.

Because Polish managers
may be unfamiliar with the
range of commercial tech-
niques, your negotiating
partners will probably find it
hard to react in a flexible
way when something unex.
pected crops up.

As well as this lack of flex-
ibility, which may be severe
enough to wreck the negotia-
ting process, managers have
to ohserve complex proce-
duras if they want to secure
the permits and licences that
many deals require.

In order to get these, you
will have to approach the
public authorities, which are
still rigid, poorly motivated
and extremely slow. Hence,
your should plan for a rela-

tivelv long-drawn-out time-
table for vour negotiation.
That way, you can accommo-

date any delays caused by |
the authorities, and respond

to any of their demands.

- When negotiating with-

Polish business partners you
will usually communicate in
German or English.
Although their grasp of.a
foreign language might seem

guite advaneced, it is easy to ;

over-estimate someone’s flu-
ency. ‘
Even if your business part-
ner speaks German, this
does not necessarily mean
he or she will understand
complex issues, especially
eommercial implications, or

be ahie to express problems:

and interests properly.

This applies perhaps even |

more to English. As a ruls,
yvou should assume the aver
age Polish manager will
have insufficient command

of the language to conduct a |

negotiation satisfactorily. If
in doubt, vou should avoid
conducting the negotiation
in the foreign language and
zpek the help of an inter.
preter.

Besause the interpreter
might come {fo play an
important role in the negoti-
ations, it is worth finding a
reputable one,
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