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      Title: 

  Cultural sensitivity in exporter-importer relationships:  

    A multi-dimensional concept 

 

Abstract: The aim of the paper is to develop an analytical approach to researching the impact 

of cultural sensitivity on relational qualities characterising rewarding exporter-importer 

relationships: trust between business partners and information exchange. On the basis of a 

literature review this paper proposes a multi-dimensional concept consisting of four kinds of 

competence indicating a salesperson’s cultural sensitivity as follows: open-mindedness, 

country experience, an adaptive business style and language skills. By developing the cultural 

sensitivity concept further, this article identifies competencies viewed to be of critical 

importance to managing cultural differences that are likely to pervade business relationships 

crossing national borders. In contrast to psychic distance and cultural distance, which are two 

concepts reflecting cultural gaps and impediments between two business entities, cultural 

sensitivity brings to the light how cultural differences are bridged and transcended. Cultural 

sensitivity can be viewed as an asset, situating an export firm at an advantage in terms of 

performing effectively in competitive international markets. Previous studies have 

investigated the impact of a one-dimensional concept of cultural sensitivity. A multi-

dimensional concept of cultural sensitivity is a better method than a one-dimensional concept 

to identify areas that should be paid careful attention by management in order to enhance 

personnel’s cultural sensitivity.  

 

Keywords: culture sensitivity as a multi-dimensional concept, exporter-importer relationships 

Article type: Conceptual paper  
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1. Introduction 

Cultural distance and psychic distance are two concepts that have been frequently used within 

international business and international marketing research (e.g. Batonda and Perry, 2003; 

Bello et al., 2003; Kogut and Singh, 1988). A literature review shows that cultural distance 

and psychic distance are not necessarily appropriate measures to study how cultural 

differences between business partners impact the way in which business is achieved in foreign 

markets (XXX). Studies show that being prepared to deal with differences is an important key 

to success in foreign markets (e.g. Batonda and Perry, 2003; Evans and Mavondo, 2002; 

O’Grady and Lane, 1996). Rather than emphasising measures reflecting cultural gaps and 

impediments between two business entities, one should propose measures that help bring to 

the light how cultural differences are bridged and transcended. A few studies use the concept 

cultural sensitivity in the study of how to manage cultural differences.  

 

The cultural sensitivity concept has attracted some interest among researchers whose interests 

include non-equity strategic alliances (Johnson et al., 1996; Voss et al., 2006), international 

marketing (Holzmüller and Stöttinger, 2001), cross-cultural training of expatriates (Zakaria, 

2000) and selling-buying cross-border contexts (Harich and LaBahn, 1998; LaBahn and 

Harich, 1997; Skarmeas et al., 2002). LaBahn and Harich (1997) and Skarmeas et al. (2002) 

have offered an investigation of the role of cultural sensitivity in a selling-buying cross-border 

context. In these studies cultural sensitivity is viewed as a one-dimensional concept and refers 

to a partner’s sensitivity to national business culture. Although these studies show that 

cultural sensitivity has a positive impact on relational qualities, which in turn influence 

relationship performance in a positive way, researchers have raised their voices to suggest that 

cultural sensitivity is still an inadequately developed concept (Harich and LaBahn, 1998, p. 

87; LaBahn and Harich, 1997, p. 30; Skarmeas et al., 2002, p. 773). Skarmeas et al. (2002, p. 
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773) point out that cultural sensitivity, in the way it is defined by them, may not fully capture 

its intended conceptual domain. LaBahn and Harich (1997) propose that future research could 

identify other dimensions.  

 

The objective of this study is twofold. First, on the basis of a literature review a multi-

dimensional concept of cultural sensitivity is developed. A multi-dimensional concept of 

cultural sensitivity is more informative than a one-dimensional concept, and consequently 

also a better method to identify areas which management could focus on in order to enhance 

an individual’s cultural sensitivity. Second, hypotheses are generated to show how 

dimensions of cultural sensitivity – open-mindedness, country experience, adaptive business 

style and language skills - are related, and to show how the concept of cultural sensitivity can 

be integrated with two important variables characterising ongoing and rewarding business 

relationships: trust between business partners and information exchange. Previous research 

shows that these relational characteristics are important for ongoing and rewarding business 

relationships in export marketing channels (e.g., Aulakh et al., 1996; C. Zhang et al., 2003; 

LaBahn and Harich, 1997). Advancement of the concept should not only contribute to theory 

development, but also help managers in export firms to identify capable salespeople as well as 

work out individual plans to enhance salespeople’s cultural sensitivity.  

    

This paper is structured as follows: Section 2 presents a literature review of the cultural 

sensitivity concept. Given the aim of the paper, I developed a conceptual model to structure 

the discussions in section 3. Figure 1 presents a multi-dimensional concept of cultural 

sensitivity, how the various dimensions relate to each other and how they relate to trust and 

information exchange. The paper ends with concluding remarks and suggestions for future 

research in section 4. 
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2   Cultural sensitivity 

LaBahn and Harich (1997) were the first to offer an investigation of the role of cultural 

sensitivity in a selling-buying cross-border context. Cultural sensitivity was defined as “...a 

firm’s understanding of and adaptation to its exchange partner’s domestic business practices 

as perceived by its partner p.31, original italics” (LaBahn and Harich, 1997). They developed 

a measurement scale; a one-dimensional construct, composed of four items. Three items 

report the perceptual characteristics of the partner: understanding, awareness and sensitivity to 

a partner’s way of conducting business. The fourth item reports the partner’s willingness to 

adapt. In the discussions LaBahn and Harich (1997, p. 44) emphasise the ability to adapt: 

“…high levels of sensitivity to national business culture can be achieved by selecting 

salespeople who are prone to adapt to their customers…” These researchers emphasise the 

behavioural aspect in an article published in 1998. The essence of cultural sensitivity is to 

what extent the salesperson accommodates the customer’s buying process needs in matters 

such as business etiquette and business procedures.  Such accommodations are expected to 

reduce the distance between the exchange parties and to facilitate a rewarding business 

relationship (Harich and LaBahn, 1998, pp. 87, 89). Knowledge about a business partner’s 

culture and business practices is viewed to be essential in order to succeed with such 

accommodations (Harich and LaBahn, 1998). This type of knowledge can primarily be 

acquired on the basis of experience: through interactions with business partners in 

international markets (Holden, 2004, p. 567). A diverse set of experiences acquired on the 

basis of involvement with business partners in a specific market leads to in-depth knowledge 

about this market (Chetty et al., 2006, p. 701). Repeating interactions provide the basis from 

where the code of social tact is acquired. That is, he or she acquires understanding of how to 

behave in that specific situation (Magala, 2005, p. 30). 
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Holzmüller and Stöttinger (2001) argue that non-cognitive skills – affective abilities – are the 

critical dimension of cultural sensitivity. The affective dimension can be associated with an 

individual’s cross-cultural attitude and open-mindedness toward new ideas and experience 

(Hammer et al., 1978). Open-mindedness and non-judgemental attitude are viewed as 

important characteristics of cultural sensitivity by Chaisrakeo and Speece (2004). These 

researchers also emphasise sensitivity to the verbal and non-verbal cues of people from 

foreign cultures as important characteristics of cultural sensitivity (Chaisrakeo and Speece, 

2004). Sensitivity to the verbal and non-verbal cues of people from foreign countries can be 

enhanced by language skills (Hofstede, 2001; Terpstra and David, 1985). Culture includes 

language, and language is not neutral (Hofstede, 2001, p. 21). Language influences our world-

view (Usunier and Lee, 2005, p. 166), and is the means by which cultural understanding can 

be communicated (Hofstede, 2001, p. 21; Terpstra and David, 1985, p. 18). To conclude, the 

review shows that cultural sensitivity is a varied concept. This indicates that a multi-

dimensional approach is a better method than a one-dimensional approach in order to grasp 

the conceptual domain of cultural sensitivity. The cultural sensitivity concept proposed in this 

article is composed of the following key dimensions: open-mindedness, country experience, 

adaptive business style, and language skills. The theoretical definition is as follows: Cultural 

sensitivity refers to the competence of a salesperson who has the attitude, the skills and the 

experience required to deal with cultural differences in the export markets.  

 

3.      Multi-dimensional concept of cultural sensitivity 

The conceptual model is described in figure 1. The shaded constructs represent the 

dimensions composing the cultural sensitivity concept. Two relational characteristics - trust 

between exchange partners and information exchange - are viewed as the consequences, 

influenced directly by an adaptive business style which is one dimension of cultural 
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sensitivity. Two dimensions of cultural sensitivity – open-mindedness and country experience 

– are hypothesised to influence trust and exchange of information through adaptive business 

style. The fourth dimension of cultural sensitivity, language skills, is viewed as a moderator 

variable. It is hypothesised that language skills improve a person’s receptiveness and 

perceptual ability to detect verbal and non-verbal cues: the relationship between open-

mindedness and an adaptive business style is strengthened. Similarly, it is hypothesised that 

language skills enhance communication between business partners in a positive way, which 

means that the relationship between an adaptive business style and information exchange is 

strengthened.  

Figure 1. Cultural sensitivity: a multi-dimensional concept. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                                                                                   
 
      
Four dimensions composing cultural sensitivity     Outcome: relational 
                                                                    characteristics 
 

Open-mindedness, country experience, an adaptive business style, and language skills are 

crucial factors to ensure a high level of sensitivity to a business partner’s way of conducting 

business. Interactions with business partners are an important prerequisite to develop a high 

level of cultural sensitivity, which means that a salesperson’s cultural sensitivity is the result 

of a process, acquired over time. However, the conceptual model is static, and can only 

describe the level of cultural sensitivity that a salesperson holds at a certain point in time. 

Various streams of literature have been used to develop a multi-dimensional cultural 

sensitivity concept including literature focusing on inter-organisational business relationships 
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in cross-border contexts, adaptive selling, international business, and marketing. The 

following section presents the intervening variable: an adaptive business style.  

 

An adaptive business style 

A salesperson’s skill to adapt is viewed as a critical factor to succeed in selling the firm’s 

products in international markets (Chaisrakeo and Speece, 2004, pp. 269, 276; Kalé and 

Barnes, 1992, pp. 118, 119). Adaptation is about making connections, and essential to 

succeed is the ability to be flexible (Bird et al., 1999, pp. 159-60; Kalé and Barnes, 1992, p. 

119). Spiro and Weitz (1990, p. 63) consider flexibility an important aspect of adaptive 

selling. Accommodating sales behaviours to the specific sales situation is fundamental to 

adaptive selling. The practice of adaptive selling can be defined as “…the altering of sales 

behaviours during a customer interaction or across customer interactions based on perceived 

information about the nature of the selling situation”. Salespeople have a high level of 

adaptive selling when they adjust their sales approach to a wide range of selling situations and 

make quick adjustments in response to their customer’s reactions (Spiro and Weitz, 1990, p. 

62). Salespeople serving international markets must be prepared to accommodate customers 

with various cultural back ground. Sales representatives dealing with business partners in 

international markets are faced with a wide variety of selling situations in which the ability to 

be adaptive should be valuable.  

 

Much of the time spent by international managers (Adler and Graham, 1989, p. 515), and 

salespeople (Chaisrakeo and Speece, 2004, p. 267), is spent on negotiating. International 

negotiations are considered as one of the most challenging tasks in business (Cavusgil et al., 

2002, p. 131; Ghauri 2003, p. 5; Reynolds et al., 2003, p. 236). Business negotiations are by 

Holzmüller and Stöttinger (2001, p. 601) viewed as highly culturally sensitive situations. 



 8

Negotiations are based not only on legal and business matters, but also on the quality of social 

interactions, which involves an understanding of, and subsequently adaptation to, important 

culturally coded signs (Sebenius, 2002; Usunier and Lee, 2005, pp. 494, 495). Depending on 

who the business partner is, one should make a conscious effort to adapt the style and 

expectations (Cavusgil et al., 2002, p. 134). Research shows that negotiators are inclined to 

adapt their behaviour to the other party in order to balance out the process and improve the 

outcomes (Adler and Graham, 1989; Fang, 2001; Usunier and Lee, 2005, p. 521). Findings 

show that some degree of adaptation improves the climate between business partners 

negotiating in a cross-cultural context (Francis, 1991, p. 416). Partners are inclined to reflect 

one another’s behaviours (Adler and Graham, 1989, p. 531), showing the importance of 

demonstrating understanding and flexibility in the negotiation process (Ghauri, 2003, p. 5). 

The ability to perform an adaptive business style is assumed to be partly a result of a person’s 

attitude towards the markets and the customers: open-mindedness. 

 

Open-mindedness 

Open-mindedness is the degree to which an individual is receptive to new information and 

situations, including cultural differences. An open-minded person picks up on the essential 

signals more easily (Harich and LaBahn, 1998, p. 94). Open-mindedness can be related to the 

affective qualities of an individual, which implies “...the ability to acknowledge cultural 

differences, to empathize with the host country’s cultural norms and working styles, etc.” (Cui 

and van den Berg, 1991, p. 230). In contrast, ethnocentrism is an undesirable attitude for 

people working and operating in different cultural settings. An ethnocentric person tries to 

understand a foreign person as similar to or different from them self rather than understanding 

the person in the context of his or her own cultural background (Harris and Moran, 1996, p. 
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31). When this attitude predominates, home-country cultural patterns are transferred to a 

different cultural setting.  

 

Inappropriate actions and misunderstandings are often the result of un-reflected transfer of 

home cultural patterns (Holzmüller and Stöttinger, 2001, p. 602). Research shows that 

“…people from different cultures often misinterpret each other’s behaviour because of 

learned cultural differences in their perceptions and evaluations of social behaviours” 

(Mendenhall and Oddou, 1985, p. 42). It is important to recognise the cultural basis of the 

foreign partner’s perspective in order to ensure effective interactions with customers (Harris 

and Moran, 1996, p. 3; Skarmeas et al., 2002, p. 763). An open-minded person accepts that 

“our way and their way differ, but neither is inherently superior to the other” (Adler, 2002, p. 

113). Without awareness of the differences between cultures, we are likely to measure others 

against our own cultural standards (Guirdham, 2005, p. 76).  

 

Open-mindedness is viewed as one of three organisational values (one of three dimensions 

composing a second-order construct) in a study carried out by Sinkula et al. (1997, pp. 305, 

309). They link the open-mindedness of an organisation to the mental models held by 

individuals, constituting an organisational learning framework. They find support for their 

view in a study carried out by Day and Nedungadi (1994, p. 41), who find that managers pay 

selective attention to their environment and define reality in relatively narrow terms. 

Consequently, they are at risk of ignoring changes and information that does not fit into their 

current beliefs and practices. In a similar way, the perceptual ability of a salesperson has been 

emphasised within the adaptive selling literature (Morgan and Stoltman, 1990, p. 44). 

Information acquisition skills are of major importance to ensure effective interactions with 

customers (Weitz et al., 1986, p. 175), and the ability to detect verbal and non-verbal cues 
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(Morgan and Stoltman, 1990, p. 44). In an international setting, this includes among other 

things cultural signals such as rules of business etiquette, business procedures, greeting 

rituals, and negotiation style (Ulven, 2004, pp. 20-30). Individuals in an organisation learn by 

updating beliefs according to changes in the internal and external environments, which imply 

that assumptions and beliefs must be questioned (Sinkula et al., 1997, p. 309).  

 

An individual’s beliefs or preconceived ideas about the characteristics of people affect her/his 

behaviour (Guirdham 2005, p. 149). An open-minded person recognises a partner’s 

perspective and way of carrying out business, which is fundamental to ensure effective 

interactions with customers in international markets (Fenwick, et al., 2003, p. 308; Skarmeas 

et al., 2002, p. 763). A successful negotiator is able to take cues from his or her business 

partner and adapt accordingly (Cavusgil et al., 2002, p. 141). Open-mindedness enables a 

salesperson to accept new information more easily, and predisposes him or her to carry out 

necessary adaptations when dealing with foreign customers (Harich and LaBahn, 1998, p. 94). 

The research hypothesis is as follows: Greater open-mindedness increases salespeople’s 

ability to perform an adaptive business style. 

 

Country experience 

The International Process Model emphasises the importance of market specific knowledge; of 

the business climate in a specific foreign market, cultural patterns, structure of the market, 

and characteristics of buyers served in this market (Johanson and Vahlne, 1977, p. 28). This 

knowledge can only be acquired through experience. Country experience refers to a diverse 

set of experiences acquired by involvement with various business partners in a specific 

market (Chetty et al., 2006, p. 701). Dealings with a number of business assignments imply 

that the person has interacted with various business partners, and thus has learnt about the 
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variations within a specific country. Experience creates the knowledge required to do business 

(Lindbergh, 2004, p. 9). Experience can contribute to “objective” knowledge in so far as it 

can be transmitted to others. But experience itself cannot be transmitted (Penrose, 1995, p. 

53). Country experience can be defined as tacit, which means that it has a personal quality 

that makes it hard to formalise and communicate: “Tacit knowledge is deeply rooted in 

action, commitment, and involvement in a specific context”. People develop tacit knowledge 

through direct “hands-on” experience (Nonaka, 1994, pp. 16, 21). Each salesperson can be 

viewed as a “market research organisation” in the sense that he or she exhibits customer 

knowledge and understanding. A salesperson gathers information by means of experience, 

which contributes to better respond to different customer situations (Gengler, et al.,1995, pp. 

288-89).  

 

Multiple business assignments in a specific market deepen the salesperson’s knowledge about 

how business is carried out in that market (Chetty et al., 2006, p. 701). This type of 

experience facilitates a person’s ability to practice flexibility: to adjust to the type of customer 

served. Experience of the market targeted enables managers to better understand channel 

members and customers (Morgan et al., 2003, p. 294). Country experience leads to an 

improved understanding of the foreign business partner’s culture, which enables the export 

firm to manage the exchange relationship better (Kalé and McIntyre, 1991, p. 42). Findings 

show that export marketing management is facilitated by export experience acquired in the 

buying firm’s country. Such experience leads to improved understanding of the market, and a 

network of personal contacts; consequently, product decisions, agents/distribution selection, 

and communication with partners in the market are improved (Madsen, 1989, p. 50). The 

following research hypothesis has been proposed: Greater country experience increases 
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salespeople’s ability to perform an adaptive business style in the market of the ongoing 

business. 

 

Information exchange 

Exchange of information can be defined as the extent to which the partners of a business 

relationship openly share information, formal as well as informal (LaBahn and Harich, 1997, 

p. 32; Morgan and Hunt, 1994, p. 25). Exchange of information is essential for ongoing 

business relationships (LaBahn and Harich, 1997, p. 42; Mohr and Nevin, 1990; Morgan and 

Hunt, 1994, p. 25). Findings show that those who maintain a continuous flow of 

communication with the market are also likely to succeed with their export ventures 

(Czinkota and Johnston, 1983, p. 152). However, communication difficulties are a major 

cause of problems between business partners in distribution channels (Mohr and Nevin, 1990, 

p. 36), and cross border contexts are no exceptions (Adler, 2002, pp. 73-74; Kalé and Barnes, 

1992, p. 126).  

 

Cultural differences are likely to create obstacles to communication, leading to 

misunderstandings (Adler and Graham, 1989, pp. 517, 519; Kalé and Barnes, 1992, p. 126). A 

salesperson who is sensitive to the verbal and non-verbal feedbacks from a foreign buyer is 

more likely to succeed in communications. In order to minimise problems and enhance 

exchange of information, it is of vital importance to what extent a salesperson is prepared to 

deal with cultural differences (Kalé and Barnes, 1992, pp. 122-23). Evidence shows that 

partner awareness, understanding of and adjustments to national business culture lead to more 

open communication and sharing of information (LaBahn and Harich, 1997, p. 29). Likewise, 

Anderson and Weitz (1989, p. 321) argue that competent personnel are essential to the 

achievement of enhanced communication in a cross-cultural context. The following 
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hypothesis has been proposed: Greater levels of an adaptive business style increase exchange 

of information between business partners.  

 

Trust between business partners 

Trust is defined as a partner’s confidence in an exchange partner’s reliability and integrity 

(Morgan and Hunt, 1994, p. 23). Trust is a critical lubricant in ongoing business relationships 

(Johnson and Cullen, 2002, p. 335). The presence of trust enables the business partners to 

focus on the long-term advantages of the relationship (Doney and Cannon, 1997, p. 35; 

Dwyer et al. 1987, pp. 22-23; Morgan and Hunt, 1994, p. 24). Salespeople perform an 

important function in facilitating and developing customer trust (Doney and Cannon, 1997, p. 

35; Gounaris, 2005, p. 136). To make current purchase decisions, buyers must determine the 

degree to which they can trust suppliers and their salespeople (Doney and Cannon 1997, p. 

36). In addition to professional expertise, it is of major importance that contact personnel have 

the competence to interact successfully with customers, thus providing the basis from where 

trust develops (Gounaris, 2005, p. 136). To adhere to some set of principles that the buyer 

finds acceptable, signals that the relationship is important. The foreign partner is encouraged 

to trust the supplying firm (Lovett et al.,1999, p. 241).  

 

Johnson et al. (1996, p. 998), who focused on non-equity strategic alliances including US and 

Japanese partners, found that there is a positive relationship between a higher level of cultural 

sensitivity, including adaptations, to a partner’s cultural characteristics of the focal firm and a 

higher level of the partner trust of the focal firm. They also found that trust results in trust: 

when your partner trusts you, you trust your partner (Johnson et al., 1996, p. 998). The 

existence of trust is assumed to possess a self-fulfilling quality (Bradach and Eccles, 1989, pp. 

107-08; Johnson et al. 1996, p. 988). Awareness of and adjustments to cultural differences 
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seem to signal and strengthen trust (Johnson and Cullen, 2002, p. 359), and provide a basis 

from where mutual trust is created (Johnson et al., 1996, p. 999). The following hypothesis 

has been proposed: Greater levels of an adaptive business style increase trust between 

business partners. 

 

Language skills 

Culture includes language (Hofstede, 2001, p. 21), and language is the vehicle to pass on 

information (Terpstra and David, 1985, p. 17). Language can be understood as “…a means of 

communication within a particular culture p. 18 original italics” (Terpstra and David, 1985). 

Researchers propose that sensitivity to the verbal and non-verbal cues of people from foreign 

countries can be enhanced by language skills. Language is a guide for coding behaviour, 

expresses social priorities and provides a frame of reference (Hofstede, 2001; Terpstra and 

David, 1985). Language influences our world-view (Usunier and Lee, 2005, p. 166) and is the 

means by which cultural understanding can be communicated. Language is a guide for coding 

behaviour, expresses social priorities and provides a frame of reference (Hofstede, 2001, p. 

21; Terpstra and David, 1985, p. 18).  

 

Differences in thinking categories are larger for languages that are structurally far apart, as 

exemplified by the various ways aspects of “time” are distinguished (Hofstede, 2001, p. 21). 

Language, through tenses and words, forms time-related behaviour, which in turn influences 

business attitude (when negotiating or dealing with delivery times or engagements) (Usunier 

and Lee, 2005, p. 71). French is one among several languages that has no adequate equivalent 

for the English word achievement, and Japanese does not have an equivalent word for 

decision making (Hofstede, 2001, p. 21). Translators are aware that texts are not easily 

translated to another language (Hofstede, 2001, p. 21; Usunier and Lee, 2005, pp. 384-85).  
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Language plays an essential role in intercultural interactions (Hofstede, 2001, p. 425; 

Schneider and Barsoux, 2003, p. 44). Because business people share a professional culture 

with their business partners, they frequently underestimate obstacles that may emerge because 

of language differences and problems of communication (Usunier and Lee, 2005, p. 394). A 

person who has limited language skills is tempted to rely on the fallacious assumption that 

what a foreign person can express in English words is all that this person has on his or her 

mind. Accordingly, miscommunications are likely to arise.  

 

Having to express oneself in a foreign language implies having to learn about the other’s 

frame of reference. By mastering another language, one gets to know the subtleties of that 

specific culture (Hofstede, 2001, p. 425). A salesperson who is receptive to the verbal and 

non-verbal feedbacks from a foreign buyer is more likely to succeed with communications 

(Kalé and Barnes, 1992, pp. 122-23). Language skills contribute to effective communication 

and reduce misunderstandings (Evans and Mavondo, 2002, p. 522). It should be in the 

exporter’s interest to reduce communication problems by learning the language of the buyer 

(Terpstra and David, 1985, p. 36; Usunier and Lee, 2005, p. 393). Researchers argue “…that 

bi- and even multilingualism have a positive effect on psychological adjustment” (Hofstede, 

2001, p. 38, refers to Sarawathi and Dutta, 1987). Those who are aware of language 

differences are better prepared to adapt (Usunier and Lee, 2005, p, 395). The following 

hypotheses have been proposed: Mastering two or more foreign languages strengthens the 

relationship between open-mindedness and an adaptive business style, and the relationship 

between an adaptive business style and information exchange. 
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4.   Concluding remarks 

The article offers two major contributions. First, on the basis of a literature review this paper 

proposes four dimensions indicating a salesperson’s cultural sensitivity as follows: open-

mindedness, country experience, an adaptive business style and language skills. Second, the 

article proposes a conceptual model which integrates the multi-dimensional concept of 

cultural sensitivity into a relational exchange model of exporter-importer relationships. The 

relational characteristics of exporter-importer relationships are assessed by means of trust and 

information exchange. Research shows that these two relational characteristics are important 

to sustaining rewarding business relationships in the export markets (Aulakh et al., 1996; C. 

Zhang et al., 2003; LaBahn and Harich, 1997).   

 

Previous research applies cultural sensitivity to the firm level (Johnson et al., 1996; LaBahn 

and Harich, 1997; Skarmeas et al., 2002). Though, LaBahn and Harich (1997, p. 44) argue 

that high levels of sensitivity to a business partner’s culture can be attained by means of 

salespeople. Accordingly, the cultural sensitivity concept developed in this paper applies to 

the salesperson. Salespeople have a key role in maintaining business relationships (e.g. 

Chaisrakeo and Speece, 2004; Doney and Cannon, 1997), and to ensure a firm’s success 

(Brown et al., 1992; Rich et al., 1999). To enhance knowledge with regard to what 

characterises salespeople who succeed in dealings with customers in the export markets is 

therefore of current relevance. Cultural sensitive salespeople can be viewed as competent 

personnel that are well prepared to deal with buyers in the export markets (Chaisrakeo and 

Speece, 2004, pp. 267, 279; Harich and LaBahn, 1998, pp. 88, 89). The proposed model could 

provide the basis for future empirical work researching the impact of a salesperson’s cultural 

sensitivity, which may lead to new insights with regard to factors that are important to 

enhance relational qualities in exporter-importer relationships. The appendix, table 1,  
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presents the scales that can be used to assess a salesperson’s cultural sensitivity. The scales 

are not new except for language skills. Though, wordings have been changed to accommodate 

the context to be studied.  

 

The proposed scales can be used as tools in the process to identify capable salespeople and to 

work out individual plans to enhance salespeople’s cultural sensitivity. Open-mindedness 

which refers to a person’s receptiveness to new information, facilitates the learning of skills. 

Openness is a kind of attribute that cannot easily be acquired by individuals who do not 

already possess it (Johnson et al., 2006, pp. 532, 536). To identify those persons that are 

open-minded should therefore be a key issue in the recruitment process. In combination with 

interviews, managers could also consider the use of a questionnaire which aim is to capture a 

person’s cultural awareness and ability to question their own assumption and to update their 

beliefs about the customers and markets. To perform an adaptive business style is of critical 

importance to succeed in selling the firm’s products in international markets (Kalé and 

Barnes, 1992, pp. 118, 119). In the recruitment process it will be of critical importance to 

identify those that know how to flex and adjust negotiation style. Simulations of negotiations 

can be used as a tool to identify those people that have a talent to perform flexibility. 

Managers could also consider training programs with the objective to improve 

communication styles and learn how to accommodate business style (Humphreys and 

Williams, 1996). Mentoring arrangements should be a part of this, which involves that senior 

salespeople supervise newly recruited people with regard to how to negotiate (Williams and 

Attaway, 1996). Country experience refers to in depth knowledge about how business is 

carried out in a specific country (Chetty et al., 2006). Country experience is acquired on the 

basis of dealings with a number of business assignments. This means that management should 

ensure that salespeople interact with various business partners, and thus learn about the 



 18

variation within a specific country. This kind of experience facilitates a person’s ability to 

practice flexibility: to adjust to the type of customer served. To master other languages than 

English should be obligatory. One approach to enhance language skills is to offer employees 

a stay in a target market. A stay in a target market will also enhance a person’s country 

experience including how business is arranged and practiced.  

 

To conclude, findings produced by an empirical investigation may have implications with 

respect to human resource policies. Previous research shows that management should exercise 

a more critical assessment as regard to salespeople’s appropriateness to deal with customers 

in international markets (Bello et al., 2003, p. 12). This article proposes that to emphasise 

competencies indicating cultural sensitive salespeople is one approach in this respect. 

However, an empirical investigation is required in order to provide more detailed guidance to 

managers with regard to the importance of the various dimensions of the cultural sensitivity 

concept proposed in this article.  

 

References 

Adler, N. J. (2002) International Dimensions of Organizational Behaviour. 4th edition.  

South-Western. Thompson Learning. 

Adler, N. J. and Graham, J. L. (1989). Cross-cultural interactions: The international  

comparison fallacy? Journal of International Business Studies, Fall, 515-537. 

Anderson, Erin & Barton Weitz. 1989. Determinants of continuity in conventional Industrial 

 channel dyads. Marketing Science, 8(4), Fall, 310-23.   

Aulakh, P. S., Kotabe, M. and Sahay A. (1996). Trust and performance in cross-border 

marketing partnerships: A behavioral approach. Journal of International Business 

Studies, 27(5), 1005-1032. 



 19

Batonda, Gerry & Chad Perry. 2003. Influence of culture on relationship development 

 processes in overseas Chinese/Australian networks. European Journal of Marketing, 

 37(11/12): 1548-74. 

Bello, D. C., Chelariu, C. and Zhang, L. (2003). The antecedents and performance  

consequences of relationalism in export distribution channels. Journal of Business  

Research, 56(1), 1-16. 

Bird, Allan, Joyce S., Mark Mendenhall, & Susan C. Schneider. 1999. Adapting and adjusting 

 to other cultures. What we know but don’t always tell. Journal of Management 

 Inquiry, 8(2): 152-65. 

Bradach, Jeffrey L. & Robert G. Eccles. 1989. Price, authority, and trust - from ideal types to 

 plural forms. Annual Review of Sociology, 15: 97-118. 

Brown, Gene, Robert E. Widing II, & Ronald L. Coulter. 1991. Customer evaluation of retail 

 salespeople utilizing the SOCO scale: a replication, extension, and application. 

 Journal of the Academy of Marketing Science, 19(4): 347-51. 

Cavusgil, Tamer S., Pervez N. Ghauri, & Milind R. Agarwal. 2002. Doing business in 

 Emerging markets. Entry and Negotiation Strategies. Sage Publications, Inc. 

Chaisrakeo, S. and Speece, M. (2004). Culture, intercultural communication competence, and  

sales negotiation: a qualitative research approach. Journal of Business & Industrial  

Marketing, 19(3), 267-282. 

Chetty, Sylvie, Kent Eriksson, & Jessica Lindbergh. 2006. The effect of specificity of 

 experience on a firm’s perceived need for institutional knowledge in an ongoing 

 business. Journal of International Business Studies, 37(5): 699-712. 

Cui, Geng, and Sjef van den Berg (1991). Testing the construct validity of intercultural 

 Effectiveness. International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 15, 227-241. 

C. Zhang, Cavusgil, S. T. and Roath, A. S (2003). Manufacturer governance of foreign  



 20

distributor relationships: do relational norms enhance competitiveness in the export 

market? Journal of International business Studies, 34, 550-566. 

Czinkota, Michael R. & Wesley J. Johnston. 1983. Exporting: does sales volume make a 

 difference? Journal of International Business Studies, Spring/Summer, 147-53. 

Day, George S. & Prakash Nedungadi. 1994. Managerial representations of competitive 

 advantage. Journal of Marketing, 58, April, 31-44. 

Doney, Patricia M. & Joseph P. Cannon. 1997. An examination of the nature of trust in buyer-

 seller relationships. Journal of Marketing, 61, April, 35-51. 

Evans, Jody & Felix T. Mavondo. 2002. Psychic distance and organizational performance: an 

 empirical examination of international retailing operations. Journal of International 

 Business Studies, 33(3): 515-32.  

Fang, T. (2001). Culture as a Driving Force for Interfirm Adaptation: A Chinese Case.  

Industrial Marketing Mangement, 30, 51-63. 

Fenwick, Marilyn, Ron Edwards, & Peter J. Buckley. 2003. Is cultural similarity misleading? 

 The experience of Australian manufacturers in Britain. International Business Review, 

 12: 297-309. 

Francis, J. N. P. (1991). When in Rome? The effects of cultural adaptation on intercultural  

business negotiations. Journal of International Business Studies, 3rd quarter, 403-428. 

Gengler, Charles E., Daniel J. Howard, & Kyle Zolner. 1995. A personal construct analysis of 

 adaptive selling and sales experience. Psychology & Marketing, 12(4): 287-304. 

Ghauri, Pervez N. 2003. A framework for international business negotiations. In Pervez N. 

 Ghauri & Jean-Claude Usunier, editors, International Business Negotiations. 2nd 

 edition. Pergamon, 3-22.  

Gounaris, S. P. (2005). Trust and commitment influences on customer retention: insights  

from business-to-business services. Journal of Business Research, 58, 126-140. 



 21

Guirdham, Maureen. 2005. Communicating across cultures at work. 2nd edition. Palgrave, 

 Macmillan.  

Hammer, M. R., Wiseman, R. L., and Gudykunst, A. B. (1978). Dimensions of intercultural  

 Effectiveness: and exploratory study. International Journal of Intercultural  

 Relations, Winter, 2, 383-393. 

Harich, K. R. and LaBahn, D. W. (1998). Enhancing International Business Relationships: A  

Focus on Customer Perceptions of Salesperson Role Performance Including Cultural  

Sensitivity. Journal of Business Research, 42, 87-101. 

Harris, P. R., and Moran, R. T. (1996, 4th edition) Managing Cultural Differences. 

Leadership Strategies for a New World of Business. Houston: Gulf Publishing 

Company. 

Hofstede, G. (2001) Culture's consequences: comparing values, behaviors, institutions, and  

organizations across nations. Thousand Oaks, Calif., Sage. 

Holden, N. (2004). Why marketers need a new concept of culture for the global  

knowledge economy. International Marketing Review, 21/6, 563-572. 

Holzmüller, H. H. and Stöttinger, B (2001). International marketing managers’  

cultural sensitivity: relevance, training requirements and a pragmatic training concept. 

International Business Review, 10, 597-614. 

Humphreys, M. A., Williams, M. R. (1996). Exploring the relative effects of salesperson  

 Interpersonal process attributes and technical product attributes on customer  

Satisfaction. Journal of Personal Selling& Sales Management, XVI, 3, Summer, 47- 

57. 

Johanson, J. and Vahlne, J. (1977). The internationalisation process of the firm-a model of  

knowledge development and increasing foreign market commitments. Journal of  

International Business Studies, 8(1), Spring/Summer, 23-33. 



 22

Johnson, J. L. and Cullen, J. B. (2002) Trust in cross-cultural relationships. In K. L. Newman  

and M. J. Gannon (eds.), The Blackwell Handbook of cross-cultural management. 

Oxford: Blackwell Business, 335-360.  

Johnson, J. L., Cullen, J. B., Sakano, T. and Takenouchi, H. (1996). Setting the stage for  

trust and strategic integration in Japanese-U.S. cooperative alliances. Journal of  

International Business Studies, Special issue, 981-1004. 

Johnson, J. P., Lenartowicz, T. and Apud, S. (2006). Cross-cultural competence in 

 international business: toward a definition and a model. Journal of International 

Business Studies, 37, 525-543. 

Kale, S. H. and Barnes, J. W. (1992). Understanding the domain of cross-national  

buyer-seller interactions. Journal of International Business Studies, 1st quarter, 101-

132. 

Kalé, Sudhir H. & Roger P. McIntyre. 1991. Distribution channel relationships in diverse 

 cultures. International Marketing Review, 8(3): 31-45. 

Kogut, Bruce & Harbir Singh. 1988. The effect of national culture on the choice of entry 

 mode. Journal of International Business Studies, 19(3): 411-32. 

LaBahn, D. W. and Harich, K. R (1997). Sensitivity to national business culture:  

effects on U.S.-Mexican channel relationship performance. Journal of International 

Marketing, 5(4), 29-51. 

Lindbergh, J. (2004). Overcoming cultural ignorance. Institutional knowledge development in  

 the internationalizing firm. Ph.D. dissertation, Uppsala University. 

Lovett, Steve, Lee C. Simmons, & Raja Kali. 1999. Gunaxi versus the market: ethics and 

 efficiency. Journal of International Business Studies, 30(2), 2nd quarter, 231-48. 

Madsen, Tage Koed. 1989. Successful export marketing management: some empirical 

 evidence. International Marketing Review, 6(4): 41-57. 



 23

Magala, Slawomir (2005), Cross-Cultural Competence. Routledge. Taylor & Francis Group. 

Mendenhall, Mark & Gary Oddou. 1985. The dimensions of expatriate acculturation: a 

 review. 10(1): 39-47. 

Mohr, Jakki & John R. Nevin. 1990. Communication strategies in marketing channels: a 

 theoretical perspective. Journal of Marketing, October, 36-51.  

Morgan, Robert M. & Shelby D. Hunt. 1994. The commitment-trust theory of relationship 

 marketing. Journal of Marketing, 58, July, 20-38. 

Morgan, F. W. and Stoltman, J. J. (1990). Adaptive Selling – Insights from Social  

 Cognition. Journal of Personal Selling & Sales Management, vol. X, Fall, 43-54. 

Morgan, N, A., Zou, S, Vorhies, D. W. and Katsikeas, C. S. (2003). Experiential and  

informational knowledge, architectural marketing capabilities, and the adaptive 

performance of export ventures: a cross-national study. 34/2, spring, 287-321.  

Nonaka, I. (1994). A Dynamic Theory of Organizational Knowledge Creation. Organization  

Science, 5/1, February, 14-37. 

O’Grady, S. and Lane, H. W. (1996). The psychic distance paradox. Journal of  

International Business Studies, second quarter, 309-333. 

Penrose, E. (1995) The theory of the growth of the firm. 3rd edition, Oxford University  

Press. 

Reynolds, Nina, Antonis Simintiras & Efi Vlachou. 2003. International business negotiations. 

 Present knowledge and direction for future research. International Marketing Review, 

 20(3): 236-61.  

Rich, Gregory A., William H. Bommer, Scott B. MacKenzie, Philip M. Podsakoff, & 

 Jonathan L. Johnson. 1999. Apples and apples or apples and oranges? A meta-analysis 

 of objective and subjective measures of salesperson performance. Journal of Personal 

 Selling & Sales Management, 19(4): 41-52. 



 24

Schneider, Susan C. & Jean-Louis Barsoux. 2003. Managing across cultures. 2nd edition. 

 Prentice Hall. 

Sebenius, James K. 2002. The hidden challenge of cross-border negotiations. Harvard 

 Business Review, March, 2-12. 

Sinkula, J. M., Baker, W. E. and Noordewier, T (1997). A framework for  

 Market-based organizational learning: linking values, knowledge and behavior.  

Academy of Marketing Science Journal, 25/4, Fall, 305-318. 

Skarmeas, D., Katsikeas, C. S. and Schlegelmilch, B. B. (2002). Drivers of commitment and  

its impact on performance in cross-cultural buyer-seller relationships: The importer's  

perspective. Journal of International Business Studies, 33(4), 757-83. 

Spiro, R. L. and Weitz, B. A. (1990). Adaptive selling: conceptualisation,  

measurement, and nomological validity. Journal of Marketing Research, 17,  

February, 61-9. 

Terpstra, Vern & Kenneth David. 1985. The cultural environment of international Business. 

 2nd edition. South-Western Publishing Co. 

Ulven, H. (2004), Internasjonal skikk og bruk. Møte med andre land og kulturer. Index  

 Publishing AS. 

Usunier, Jean-Claude & Julie Anne Lee. 2005.  Marketing Across Cultures. 4th edition. 

 Prentice Hall. 

Voss, K. E., Johnson, J. L., Cullen, J. B., Sakano, T. and Takenouchi. H. 2006. Relational 

 exchange in US-Japanese marketing strategic alliances. International Marketing 

 Review, 23 (6), 610-635. 

Weitz, Barton A., Harish Sujan, & Mita Sujan. 1986. Knowledge, motivation, and adaptive 

 behaviour: a framework for improving selling effectiveness. Journal of Marketing, 50, 

 October, 174-91. 



 25

Williams, M. R. and Attaway, J. S. (1996). Exploring salesperson’s customer orientation as a  

mediator of organizational culture’s influence on buyer-seller relationships. Journal of  

Personal Selling & Sales Management, XVI, (4), Fall, 33-52. 

Williams, J., Han, S. and Qualls, W. J. (1998). A conceptual model and study of cross-cultural  

business relationships. Journal of Business Research, 42, 135-143. 

Zakaria, Norhayati. 2000. The effects of cross-cultural training on the acculturation process of 

 the global workforce. International Journal of Manpower, 21(6): 492-510. 

 

Appendix: Table 1 Cultural Sensitivity: Constructs and items 

Items: Anchored by “very poor description” to “very good 
description” on a 5 point scale. 

Adapted on the basis of the following 
sources: 

Country experience 
Please state the number of customers that you have been serving in 
this market, previous and current, in this country.ª,b 

. 
An alternative question is: Please state the number of years that you 
have been serving customers in this country,a,b. 

Chetty, Eriksson and Lindbergh 2006 
* Journal of International Business Studies 

Open-mindedness 
1. I willingly reflect critically upon assumptions that I have about 
my customers. 
2. I constantly try to question my own interpretations of the market. 
3. I often question the foundation (information sources and fixed 
assumptions) of my interpretation of the customers.  

Sinkula, Baker and Noordewier 1997 
* Journal of the Academy of Marketing 
Science 

Adaptive business style 
1. I can easily change to another negotiation style, if I perceive that 
the style I am using does not work. 
2. I like experimenting with different ways of approaching new 
customers. 
3. I am very flexible with regard to whish negotiation style I apply.  
4. I can apply a wide range of different ways of negotiating. 
5. I try to understand how one customer differs from another.  

Robinson, Marshall, Moncrief and Lassk 
2002 
* Journal of Personal Selling & Sales 
Management 

Language skills 
Please indicate the languages that you master moderately and 
fluently.c 

New 

ª Continuous variable, log transformation. 
b The respondent will be asked to include business relations with a duration of one year or more. The respondent 
will also be asked to include experience acquired in previous workplaces. 
c Language will be treated as a moderator variable. It will be made a distinction between mastering one foreign 
language (English) and mastering several foreign languages (two or more). 
 

 


