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Most companies aim for consistency in 
their approach to learning and develop-
ment. So with the number of companies 
expanding internationally on the rise, 
those trainers that have not yet had the 
opportunity to deliver their programmes 
outside of the UK may soon find them-
selves with an invitation to travel. But 
before heading abroad with a tried and 
tested syllabus in tow, it is important to 
consider how existing programmes and 
approaches might need to be adapted. 
Every country plays host to a different 
set of cultures and so there will always 
be differences, even if only tiny ones, 
between theirs and your own. Training 
courses, and your behaviour and deliv-
ery, should therefore be reviewed with 
this consideration in mind. 

To ascertain what changes should be 
made there are a few simple rules to 
follow:

Talk to the top
When planning a training session for an 
international audience you will have to 
adapt your syllabus from country to coun-
try, just as you would be expected to from 
company to company. But before setting 
an agenda it is important to speak to the 
key stakeholder at the location where the 
training will take place. While it may be 
the head of department that you con-
verse with on a regular basis, you should 
impress upon them the need to speak 
with their own managers. There may 
be instances when you come up against 
resistance to this suggestion. In these cases 
it is best to make clear that, while you are 
sure they are best placed to explain the 
training goals, there may be a chance you 
will additionally benefit from the extra 
input their superiors can give. The aim is 
to create a programme that is imported, 
tailored and owned locally. 

Once you have gained access, your aim 
will be to get the stakeholders’ own views 
on what the training programme should 
deliver, their opinion on the success cri-
teria, and the hurdles or barriers you may 
face during training. Ask them their view 
on the core cultural sensitivities of their 
staff; is there anything you need to be 
made aware of? It is not uncommon for 
the senior staff to be expats themselves 

and if they are they will be able to offer a 
different spin on the culture of their staff.

If you gain access to a senior manager, 
remember not to alienate day-to-day con-
tacts. Make them feel valued by asking 
what role they think their boss believes 
they should have in the creation of their 
programme, in the modelling and embed-
ding of the concepts being discussed.

Play the detective
People learn from experience, but if you 
don’t have experience with the culture in 
question then learn from others’ instead. 
Ask your contacts what happened at 
training sessions in the past; what worked 
well and what didn’t? Ask the names of 
the companies that have delivered previ-
ous sessions too – you may find you are 
acquainted with them, in which case you 
can contact them for a neutral opinion on 
the company and its staff ’s customs. 

A word of warning: some cultures have 
differing opinions on how the past affects 
the future, and some will not be comfort-
able talking about their failures, so tread 
carefully and watch body language, or 
listen to the intonation of their voice for 
warning signs. You can avoid difficulty by 
giving them plenty of notice as to what 
you want to speak to them about.  If you 
send an agenda your questions won’t feel 
like a surprise interrogation.

When working with new cultures you 
may need to plough a little more time 
into preparation than normal - that extra 
time should be spent gathering informa-
tion. Find out what your client wants 
and what they expect their people to be 
doing better as a result of their invest-
ment in the programme.

Keep talking
The British and the Americans, in fact 
most cultures that speak English as a 
first language, tend to be quite direct 
when speaking on the phone; we are very 
task-orientated. But not every culture is 
the same, so keep your communication 
going on a regular basis, and remember 
that most cultures will find it rude if 
you don’t call back straight away. Keep-
ing people waiting tends to be consid-
ered rude no matter where you are in the 
world, and there is no harm in spending a 

few minutes exchanging pleasantries and 
discussing non work-related matters.  

It may help to plan for this in advance, 
put some extra time aside for your call and 
think of some personal – but not invasive 
– questions to ask. However, make sure 
you’re also able to recognise when the 
time is right to gently steer the conversa-
tion back to the matter at hand.

Follow the rules
Before communicating with people from 
another country or culture, it pays to be 
aware that their social norms may differ 
from your own.

As anyone who has seen the HSBC 
adverts regarding cultural differences will 
know, the English think it is polite to 
clear their dinner plate when dining out, 
but the Chinese think it’s an insult to the 
host’s generosity. While not strictly rel-
evant to training, it’s an interesting anec-
dote that illustrates the difficulties that 
arise when the guest demonstrates a lack 
of cultural understanding.  

In the world of training, Asia is one 
market where there are a lot of traditions 
and “rules” to take into consideration. 
For example, role-play in Asian countries 
used to be frowned upon – though this is 
no longer the case – but they are keen on 
the inclusion of case studies exemplifying 
your training points. 

Share before you leave
Once the training course has been com-
pleted, it is worth sharing any construc-
tive feedback you have. This works best 
when done first in an informal manner, so 
stick around for 15 minutes, have a cof-
fee, and talk to your contact about how 
you both feel the training went. Don’t just 
rush to the airport and type the notes up 
for a formal report - you may be missing 
out on some considerations for future ses-
sions. 

During this chat you can talk them 
through your findings and insights while 
keeping a tight focus on the areas which 
need development. End by thanking 
them for the opportunity and tell them 
what you have learnt about their culture 
and their ways of working. Explain how 
this will allow you to adapt their pro-
gramme going forward to even better suit 
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their needs. Every market is unique and 
this should be acknowledged.

You should also aim to follow up with the 
senior stakeholder, sharing with them the 
reactions to given workshops and asking if 
they have observed any changes in work-
place behaviour as a result of the training. 

One small tip: some cultures like to 
give their employees certificates to show 
that they have completed some training. 
Find out if this applies in advance and be 
prepared to award these on completion 
of the course. It’s a small action but one 
which can act as the icing on the cake, 
and it will certainly end the training on a 
positive note. 

These are five simple – and yet essen-
tial – considerations you should be having 
when you are planning to take your train-
ing programme abroad. Follow these, learn 
from your mistakes and practice humility 
in the face of error, and you should find 
yourself invited back to deliver further 
training courses in the future.
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