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In a world where businesses increasingly operate across borders, understanding 
cultural etiquette has become more than just polite, it’s a key to success. From 
greeting styles to dining habits, small social customs can greatly influence 
professional relationships. 

Take Japan, for example. A slight bow is a standard form of greeting, and giving a 
business card with both hands is a sign of respect. In contrast, in the United 
States, a firm handshake and direct eye contact are considered confident and 
professional. Misinterpreting these signals may lead to awkward or even failed 
meetings. 

Cultural etiquette also affects decision-making. In some Asian cultures, 
consensus and harmony are highly valued, and business deals may take longer 
to finalize. In Germany, punctuality and detailed planning are central. Meanwhile, 
in many Latin American countries, personal relationships and trust are often built 
before formal negotiations begin. 

Even email etiquette varies. In some countries, messages begin with formal titles 
and structured paragraphs. In others, quick and casual communication is 
accepted and even preferred. These subtle differences may seem minor, but they 

can influence how seriously a person or company is taken. 

Ignoring these nuances may unintentionally offend others or create confusion. 
Cultural awareness shows that you respect the other person’s background. It also 

builds stronger, more lasting connections. 

In a globalized world, success isn’t just about knowing your business. It’s about 
knowing your audience and understanding that a bow, a handshake, or a smile 
can mean very different things in different places. 
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Vocabulary Practice 

Word / Phrase Definition 

Etiquette Accepted rules of polite behavior in a society or group 

Consensus General agreement among a group 

Punctuality Being on time 

Nuance A small difference in meaning, feeling, or sound 

Negotiation A formal discussion to reach an agreement 

Cross-cultural Involving or comparing different cultures 

Misinterpret To understand something the wrong way 

Globalized Involving the whole world; connected worldwide 

Professionalism The skill, good judgment, and polite behavior expected of a professional 

Custom A traditional and usual way of behaving or doing something 
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Comprehension Questions 

1. What is cultural etiquette, and why is it important in business? 
 

2. How does a greeting in Japan differ from a greeting in the United States? 
 

3. Why might business negotiations take longer in some Asian countries? 
 

4. What role does punctuality play in German business culture? 
 

5. How can email style vary across cultures? 
 

6. What might happen if someone ignores cultural etiquette in a business 
setting? 
 

7. What is the main idea of this article? 

 

Discussion Questions 

1. Have you ever experienced cultural differences when speaking with 
someone from another country? 
 

2. What is one custom in your country that foreigners might find surprising? 
 

3. Why do you think small gestures, like a handshake or bow, matter so much 
in business? 
 

4. Do you think cultural etiquette should be taught in schools or businesses? 
Why or why not? 
 

5. How do you think remote work and virtual meetings have changed the 
importance of etiquette? 
 

6. Which country’s business culture would you like to learn more about? 
 

7. Can cultural etiquette ever create misunderstandings? Have you seen an 
example? 
 

8. If you worked abroad, what etiquette would you want to learn first? 
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