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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Being aware of cultural differences is vital in being successful for someone doing 

business with Mexico. According to Edmond's article, "Exploring the Success of 

Expatriates of U.S. Multinational Firms in Mexico," of the International Trade Journal 

"the main challenge the MNCs (Multinational Corporations) encounter when doing 

business internationally stems from the cultural differences" (239). A businessperson in 

the United States could not just go over to Mexico and expect to do business successfully. 

There are many factors that must be taken into consideration first. In order to have 

successful communication cross-culturally, one must understand the language barriers, 

the cultural differences, and the politics of Mexican business. 

When doing business in Mexico there are several challenges that must be 

considered. One is the language barrier. Many differences exist when dealing between 

two languages. A person must consider the dialect and geographical locations of the area 

that he or she will be doing business in, choice of interpreters, use of an interpreters' 

skills, and address whether or not the necessity to leara Spanish exists. When in 

negotiations, the issue of how to properly record the agreement must be dealt with. It is 

also important to consider the different methods of communication, such as telephones 

and mail, because they vary greatly than those of the United States. A thorough look at 

these concepts will aid in overcoming the language barrier. 

There are two major types of communication: verbal communication and 

nonverbal communication. In communicating with others, it is important to be aware of 



these two types. When communicating across cultural lines, people must be conscious 

that differences exist not just verbally, but also nonverbally. Verbal communication 

consists of the messages one communicates through what is being said. Nonverbal 

communication consists of the messages communicated through the unspoken word, such 

as body movements and facial expressions. In different cultures, the verbal and 

nonverbal communications are different and have different implications. 

Many cultural differences reside between Mexico and the United States. One of 

these differences is the sat of social graces. For example, introductions and greetings, 

which are basically the same as etiquette. By learning these differences one will be able 

to instill a better impression on the people one wishes to do business with, and earn a 

higher level of respect from them. And in Mexico, respect is very important. 

Lastly, the politics of Mexican business are important to evaluate. Networking, 

gaining respect, and navigating mealtime successfiiUy are a few of the issues that must be 

addressed. Also, the issue of being a woman who is doing business in Mexico and the 

proper behavior that is expected of a woman will be examined. 

All of these challenges must be given careful consideration. If a businessperson 

tries to engage in business without taking these customs into account, the results could be 

disastrous, not only for himself or herself but also for his or her company. By being 

educated on the language barriers, cultural differences, and the politics of Mexican 

business, one will enhance the success of communicating and doing business in Mexico. 



CHAPTER n 

CHALLENGE ONE: LANGUAGE BARRIER 

One of the primary and perhaps largest challenges of doing business in Mexico is 

the language barrier. When working between the two countries, America and Mexico, 

the differences in language become an enormous barrier, and these differences are issues 

that must be taken into carefiil consideration. Some of the issues that must be given 

rigorous attention are the dialect and geographical locations of the area that one will be 

doing business in, the choice of interpreters, the use of interpreters, and the need to learn 

Spanish. 

Many times the American businessperson does not speak Spanish; therefore, it is 

necessary to hire and use an interpreter. Chances are that one's Mexican counterpart will 

know some English, if they are not already fluent. Nevertheless, being bilingual and 

being able to speak good Spanish will certainly help in many areas. Some of these areas 

are in gaining respect, saving time, and simplifying the ability to communicate. 

Before delving fiirther into this topic, relevancy must be directed toward the 

separation of interpreters and translators. Knowing the difference between these two 

terms is important. According to Elka Jones, who is an economist in the Office of 

Occupational Statistics and Employment Projections, in her article "Interpreters and 

Translators " that appeared in the Occupational Outlook Quarterly: 

A translator converts written material from one language into another. An 
interpreter converts one spoken language into another. There are two types of 
interpretation: simultaneous and consecutive. Simultaneous interpretation 
requires interpreters to listen and speak at the same time. Consecutive 
interpretation begins only after the speaker has verbalized a group of words or 
sentences. (22-23) 



The distinction between these two terms becomes important when making the proper 

arrangements for a business situation. For example, when in a meeting where both 

written material, as well as spoken interpretation is necessary, then one needs to make the 

proper artangements to have a person available who is able to interpret and translate. 

Using an interpreter is one way to lessen the language barrier. Working with an 

interpreter is not a deplorable action, but it can increase the challenge of doing business 

cross-culturally. Interpreters can be very beneficial to both parties. An interpreter can 

assist in communicating a clear message and reinforcing a business deal, speech, or other 

interaction. However, it is important, when possible, to use an interpreter that is from the 

geographical area where the business will be conducted, or that person should be 

habituated in that region. In addition, whoever is chosen for the job should have a 

working knowledge of the professional area that one is dealing in; otherwise, the 

interpreter may not be familiar with specific terminology or vocabulary. If doing 

business in Monterrey, one may find it helpfial to have an interpreter from Monterrey. 

Hiring interpreters, selected for their knowledge of the specific regions, will be a 

benefit because they know the slang and idioms of that region, as well as being a good 

resource concerning the knowledge about the needs, mood, and economic market of that 

area. If the selected interpreter has a more in depth knowledge about the area then he or 

she is considered a super interpreter. If possible, this type of interpreter is ideal, but 

under many circumstances having a super interpreter is not feasible. Some examples of 

slang and of differences in language between regional areas are the following: 



Dictionary Meaning 

Then/Well 

Not even 

Fresh 

What's up? 

Cool 

Chihuahua - North 

Pos 

Ni al caso 

Fresca - "whatever" 

^Que onda? 

Chido 

Cuernavaca - South 

Pues 

Ni siquiera 

~ 

^Que paso? 

Buenisimo 

Spanish in Texas 

~ 

— 

~ 

i^Que pa ho? 

~ 

Figure 1. Regional Terminology, Personal Interviews. Hernandez and Nunez. 

There are also some regional differences in writing. In Chihuahua, it is perfectly 

acceptable to vmte q' for the word que, 'ta for the word esta, and que uvo for que hubo. 

Also, the word tramo is used for pants instead ofpantalones, clacos in place oizapatos 

for shoes, and que transa to mean secretive or illegal. In Texas, where there is a mix of 

Spanish and English, sandals are referred to as chanclas instead of sandalias. 

The examples given above are just a few of the many that exist. Although these terms 

may be more on the casual side of conversation and not used frequently in business, they 

are a small representation of the differences that can exist regionally. 

It is also beneficial to have an interpreter that is familiar with the specific 

terminology or vocabulary that will be used. A person in the medical field should 

attempt to have an interpreter that is familiar with the medical terminology, so the 

message being communicated will be received clearly and precisely with the same 

meaning that the speaker intended. Remember that the interpreter is not the "expert" in 

the field; interpreters are extensions or representations of the person who hired them. 



They are not the experts on the information being discussing, only at putting ones' words 

into Spanish. If finding a parson that is familiar with the specific terminology or 

vocabulary to be used is not possible, one should send an outHne of the information to the 

interpreter prior to the time of the meeting. In fact, in most situations sending an outline 

to the interpreter is a good idea. It allows the interpreter to make a glossary of terms he 

or she may need to know and gat familiarized with the information to be discussed. 

If care in selecting an interpreter is not taken, then the business dealings may 

suffer and be at risk. A contract may not be signed or both business partners may think 

they understand one another, but in reality may be leaving the deahng table with totally 

separate ideas of the agreement. When matters reach the negotiation or the agreement 

stage, it is wise to have all documents put into writing in both languages; therefore, all 

misunderstandings are avoided and each party clearly understands the terms. Thus, 

having an interpreter who is able to interpret and translate may prove vary beneficial in a 

situation where interpretation is necessary and translation of written documents are 

needed. 

Oftentimes a written work, as in business contracts or letters can have two 

different meanings when translated from English to Spanish or vice versa. When in 

negotiations, getting the agreement in writing is essential. When the negotiations escalate 

past the point of discussion than it is advisable to produce a written revision of the verbal 

agreement. There may be a different interpretation or recollection of what has bean 

negotiated, which may add drawbacks. In this regard, the practice of preparing important 

documents in two languages is very important. Contracts and other important documents. 



which need to be executed (signed), should be prepared in Spanish and English. Both 

parties should agree to the text in each language and it's corresponding counterpart 

before they execute, or sign, the document. The documents should be prepared in both 

languages and, rather than preparing a translation, have a counterpart document 

arrangement. A language clause should be included which states that the two documents 

have been agreed on by both parties as equivalent versions of the same document, even 

though they are not an exact translation, word for word, but are conceptually the same, 

which is a standard in international transactions. 

When addressing written correspondence, a few common rules should be 

followed. The proper way to approach written correspondence with a person in another 

country should be taken into consideration. If it is done properly, then it may represent 

the high level of respect one holds for that person, as well as the standard of 

professionalism offered. If it is done wrong or sloppily, it may represent the poor level of 

respect that one holds, as well as the low standard of professionalism offered. 

When cortespondence with a businessperson is being established, one must pay 

attention to the language, English or Spanish, which is used. If a person vmtes a letter, a 

memo, or a fax that is in Spanish, than when responding to that person it is definitely 

advisable to write the return response in Spanish. If the correspondence one receives is in 

English than feel free to write them back in English. Whether one decides to correspond 

with a Mexican businessperson or is writing as a response to a previous correspondence 

in Spanish, even if semi-fluent, it is imperative to have a person fluent in Spanish proof 

read it. Extra care and more time should be taken when proofreading correspondence in 



Spanish, more than if it were in English. Taking the extra time and effort to ensure the 

correspondence is professional, correct, and void of errors will reflect very positively, 

and greatly reduce the chances for misunderstandings or offenses. Also, the possibility of 

being thought of in a higher regard and impressing one's business counterpart increases, 

which may earn more respect. 

Instant communication has reduced the difference in styles of communication and 

thereby raised the tolerance of other cultural approaches to doing business. EngUsh catch 

words such as "e-mail," "PC," and "web-page," do have their Spanish coimterpart; 

nevertheless, they are recognized in the Spanish speaking world. Having said that, efforts 

to use Spanish equivalents adequately are usually appreciated. 

When communicating cross-culturally with Mexico, one must realize that the 

system of communications, such as telephones and mail, are substantially different than 

those of the United States. The United States mail system is conceivably one of the best 

in the world; in comparison, the mail system of Mexico seems quite antiquated to say the 

least. It may take weeks before a person receives mail through the government postal 

service. If sending any type of mail, whether it is a letter or a package, the smartest way 

is to send them through a courier service like UPS or FedEx. A courier service known as 

DHL, owned by Deutsche Post World Net, is also an option. The company is known 

worldwide and is comparable to UPS and FedEx. The DHL service was recommended 

by some businessmen, above the other courier systems in Mexico because DHL proved 

mora reliable; even though, the DHL company is not as widely known in the United 

States as FedEx or UPS. By using these courier systems the item is guaranteed to arrive 



within an allotted amount of time. It may cost more up front, but it will save money in 

the long mn. In addition, it provides a way to track the item that was sent and one is able 

to know that it arrived safely. 

A lesser quality than in the United States, the telephone system and phone lines in 

Mexico may be a challenge. Although in January of 1997, when opened to competition, 

the telephone service has improved, the overall population is still pooriy served, but the 

government and business sector has adequate service ("Mexico," Online). I often 

experienced difficulty getting through to the United States whan I would try and place a 

call from Mexico. Gettmg a line seemed next to impossible at times. If one is going to 

be doing a large amount of business in Mexico it may be advantageous to get a confract 

for a cell phone in Mexico. A cell phone with a Mexican company will enable one to 

contact others and to be contacted more readily. Even though the phone system has been 

greatly improved, be aware that some difficulties with the phone lines still exist. 

Reed and Gray propose a system of "Four Fs" to reduce communication 

problems, which are "First phone, then fax, then FedEx, and last. Follow Up" (38). I 

propose that the first step should be to e-mail and then follow up with a phone call. It 

seems as though most people respond better to written material. Using e-mail reduces 

having to deal with the phone lines in Mexico and may reduce any miscommunications. 

Following the "Four Fs" and incorporating e-mail as the primary step should keep 

miscommunications kept to a minimum, ensuring that if one step fails, like a 

misunderstanding over the telephone, a fax will follow up and making sure the 

information is clear. Same with FedEx, following up to make sure the package has 



arrived will ensure that all is as it should be. In recent years, business has become vary 

globalized, and technology has bloomed and expanded, so use it to one's advantage. 

Also, heritage speakers, natives of the language, use the language and handle it 

differently than a person of foreign fluency, or someone who has learned Spanish as a 

second language. Although, in most instances, the person with foreign fluency will have 

a higher grasp of the grammar; they fall short with the spoken word. The lack of success 

with the spoken word can be contributed to the use of slang and cultural expressions or 

idioms. In Chapter 7 of Spanish for Dummies, it addresses the use of idioms: 

An idiom is a phrase that cannot be translated literally. That is to say, translating 
it word-by-word doesn't give you the meaning it holds. So, when you translate 
idioms, you have to give an equivalent phrase. lA que viene? Which literally 
translates as "what does it come for?," means "what for," "why so," "what's the 
occasion," or simply "why," when it's used in relation to a thing or an event. 
When used with a pronoun or a person, lA que viene? Has the same meaning as 
its English translation: "What does he/she come for?" (129) 

When the exact translation of a phrase in Spanish to English is examined, it becomes easy 

to see why the possibility of mistakes and mistranslations is a very relevant concern. 

The order of phrases in English is not translated in the same order in Spanish. 

Sentences are not translated word for word either. According to Engholm and Grimes, "it 

takes about 25 percent more words to express the same idea in Spanish as in English" 

(236). Therefore, consideration must be given to the complexity of documents and also 

to the time constraints the complexities may cause. 

With an interpreter twice as much time must be allotted for communications than 

would regularly be required. The time requirement becomes a very significant concem, 

even though the concept of time in Mexico has a completely different meaning compared 
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to the United States, but this will be addressed in Chapter 2. It is important to realize that 

not everything may be accomplished in one business meeting or one presentation due the 

extra time interpretation takes. The presenter must speak; the interpreter then interprets, 

and vice versa. 

In an oral presentation or a speech, it is therefore necessary to focus on the most 

important points so that both the speaker and the audience will benefit. The audience's 

attention must also be taken into consideration. Because of the delay and slower process 

of communication, the audience is more likely to lose their focus. When preparing a 

speech, give carefiil consideration to any humor that may be used. In a different culture, 

what one may find funny may not be fiinny to your audience. Also, when using an 

interpreter, the delivery time is delayed and may alter the effect on the audience. 

In the article "Lost in the Translation," by Karl Albrecht, the principal of Karl 

Albrecht International, he outlines his personal rules for using an interpreter. These rules 

ha has learned first hand. He suggests: 

Insist on meeting the translators ahead of time. 
Identify their comfort level with English idioms. 
Clear the jokes and stories ahead of time. 
Show them what the audience will see. 
Acknowledge them from the platform. 
Try a brief introduction in the local language. 
Speak slowly. 
Use simple sentence structures. 
Chop your content down to size. 
Don't make yourself paranoid. 
Do all the other things well. 

11 



These personal rules align with the criteria that other researchers and business people 

have determined to contribute to the successful delivery of speeches through interpreters, 

but Karl Albrecht put these criteria into easily understandable terms (66+). 

Another issue that must be thought through and examined is the cost of using an 

interpreter. According to the Employment Development Department in California, in 

"California Occupational Guide - Mexico," it states that in the private sector: 

Conference, guide, or escort Interpreters, for example, earn as littie as $11.00 or 
as much as $66.00 or more an hour depending on the complexity and technical 
nature of the interpreting. Conference interpreting generally pays more than 
guide or escort interpreting. Interpreters of foreign language and sign language 
Interpreters who free-lance earn between $9.00 and $44.00 an hour. (3) 

Depending on the type of interpreting, the cost of an interpreter could really get 

expensive. If one does not know any Spanish at all, or at least the basics of the language 

one may have a very hard time even getting to and from various destinations. Expect to 

come in contact wdth some people in Mexico who do not know English; therefore, it is 

beneficial to know Spanish. Having the accompaniment of an interpreter every waking 

moment is virtually impossible. When arriving at the airport, catching a taxi, going to a 

restaurant, or needing to find a restroom, is an interpreter going to be able to be an 

accompaniment? Chances are—probably not. 

When it comes down to the facts, using an interpreter is not a bad thing although 

it certainly has its disadvantages. So why does it become important to leam Spanish 

when doing business in Mexico? One of the most important reasons is respect. The 

Mexicans are very focused on respect. To receive respect and to show respect is a great 

importance in the Mexican culture. If one is going to be doing business in Mexico on a 
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regular basis then by all means leara the language. Be aware that even if one learns the 

language, using an interpreter in business dealings may be necessary. But if one receives 

an invitation to lunch or to a social event outside of the office, being able to communicate 

in Spanish would show great respect and may be impressive to one's business associate. 

Also, if the business associate were to introduce one of his or her associates or his or her 

family, one could show them the proper respect and not have to rely on an interpreter to 

help in the social communications. One would be able to communicate on a more 

personal level. 

Most people do not realize the plethora of options available for learning Spanish. 

One of the best ways is to attend a school that offers immersion classes. Many schools 

exist in Mexico that offer executive programs. These programs are geared toward 

teaching people how to speak Spanish in a limited amount of time, which is perfect for 

the business or career person. These classes focus on the essentials that a person will 

need in their individual field of work. For example, if a doctor goes to an executive 

program then during his or her time at the school he or she would leam medical 

terminology and other relevant information with health care as the focus. Usually, these 

schools allow individuals to sign up on a weekly or bi-weekly basis. Other options, such 

as computer programs or classes through your local community college, are available. 

1 spent nine weeks studying at an intensive language school in Cuernavaca, 

Mexico. When I arrived in Mexico City and got off the plane, I was overwhelmed. I had 

been studying Spanish in college for three years in Texas and thought I would know at 

least some Spanish. However, I quickly learned things were different. I hardly knew 
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how to greet a person. An arranged driver from the school picked me up from the airport 

and took me to the host's house, where I would be staying. I was very glad I had made 

arrangements for a driver because it was a challenge just trying to navigate the airport, 

pick-up my luggage, get through customs, and find my driver. By the time I left, nine 

weeks later, 1 was comfortable in the environment and could hold my own in a Spanish 

conversation. During my stay, I met quite a few professionals who were in the executive 

program for one-two-three-or up to four weeks. Some of the businesses these 

professionals worked for had even agreed to finance their trip and pay for them to attend 

the school because the need for Spanish speaking people in America is so great. 

Learning to speak Spanish will aid in conquering the language barrier that exists 

when doing business in Mexico or with Mexican business associates. When using an 

interpreter, knowing Spanish will provide some benefits because one will be able to 

follow the conversation and what the interpreter is saying. It will also allow one to 

choose an interpreter that is a better compliment since a working knowledge of the 

language is already held. When one is preparing a speech or presentation, the 

information and content may be focused, and one will be more aware of the types of 

communication used. For example, it may be possible to incorporate a little humor into a 

speech because one has a feel for the language. Or perhaps, knowing the language will 

allow one to write a clearer presentation that will be interpreted easier and understood 

better by the audience. 

Learning the language saves time and money since using an interpreter can 

lengthen the communication process. Reducing the time it takes to get a business deal 

14 



accomplished will in turn save money. By knowing the language, one will also gain the 

respect of the Mexican business associate and other people because it shows respect for 

them. Modeling the respect one has for them may in turn afford one more business and 

thus more business contacts. Upon close observation of the problems one may incur due 

to the language barrier, learning the language is a positive and beneficial option in 

reducing these challenges. Reducing these challenges may in turn make one more 

successful in your business. 
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CHAPTER m 

CHALLENGE TWO: CULTURAL DIFFERENCES 

When entering into another country it is vital to realize that the customs and 

behaviors are very different. Many differences that exist between customs in the United 

States and Mexico. One difference that exists is in social graces. Social graces are very 

important to the Mexican culture. For example, introductions and greetings, which are 

basically the same as etiquette. 

One major cultural difference is the way time is viewed. The people of the United 

States are very time oriented. Here in America, we are always hustling and bustling and 

in a hurry. Americans are constantly looking at their watches or at a clock. In Mexico, it 

is quite the opposite. Mexicans are not as time conscientious; they are not as focused on 

their watches or clocks. When I was studying in Cuernavaca, Mexico, at the intensive 

language school, my professors would get very irritated and even offended if any of their 

students would look at their watches or the clock during class time. My perception is that 

these actions made them feel as though we were bored or uninterested in their class and 

the professors' teachings. The concept of time becomes an issue in Mexico because 

America is time conscientious. Mexico is very relaxed in its concept of time, which is 

referred to as polychronic time, meaning that more than one thing goes on at a time. 

"The clock as a symbol of efficiency will not be understood in polychronic cultures" (De 

Mooij, 189). It stems from the history of the country, religion, and the Mafiana 

syndrome. Contributing factors are the history of the Spaniards, the Catholic religion. 
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and the Mariana syndrome, which is a "distinct outlook on life, work, and the relationship 

between the two" (Engholm and Grimes, 8). 

Another example that shows how Mexico has a different orientation towards time 

is the school day. In America, if school starts at 8:00 a.m. then the students are expected 

to be in their seats ready to learn at that time. In Mexico, our school would "start" at 

eight, but we did not even artive at school until around 8:00 a.m. or even a little past. It 

was a daily occurrence for us to be waiting, often up to twenty minutes, for our professor 

to arrive to class. These same types of situations also hold true in the business world of 

Mexico. 

When a meeting is scheduled between two parties of Americans, both parties are 

expected to arrive on time, if not a few minutes early. If the meeting is scheduled for two 

in the afternoon then the participants are expected to begin the meeting at two o'clock. 

Frequently, if a person is late to that meeting then he or she is usually considered 

disrespectful and mde. In Mexico, the norm is that one or more of the people that are 

meeting will not arrive on time. In fact, it is the expectation. The higher the position or 

title of a person, then the more tardy he or she will most likely arrive. A professional's 

level of importance in Mexico is oftentimes measured by how late they arrive. Therefore, 

if one has a meeting with the CEO of a company in Mexico, do not be surprised if it is an 

hour or two wait before finally meeting with that person. 

With the implementation of NAFTA, the expansion of the interaational trade 

market, and the younger generation getting involved in business, the tardiness is 

decreasing and the rate of punctual arrivals are becoming more complimentary to that of 
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the United States. Even though the time orientation in Mexico is becoming more 

comparable to that of America, it is still a long way off from being the same. 

Another aspect of the Mexican culture to be aware of is the importance of 

holidays. The holidays in Mexico are taken very seriously. Religion and tradition play a 

major part in all aspects of life in Mexico. In Understanding Global Cultures, by Marin J. 

Gannon, in his chapter "The Mexican Fiesta," he addresses the importance of religion: 

The importance of religion to life in Mexico is demonstrated by the significance 
and number of religious fiestas. Approximately 95% of the population of Mexico 
is Roman Catholic, and religion permeates many aspects of a Mexican's life, as 
manifested in the number and importance of the religious fiestas. The religious 
fiesta is a chance to communicate with God. In addition, some fiestas that are 
nonreligious in purpose have religious features in them. (361) 

ThQ fiestas could also be thought of as holidays. Often these "holidays" are taken more 

seriously in Mexico. If a holiday occurs in the United States, the majority of people view 

it as just a day off of work. In Mexico, they have celebrations, ̂ e5to5, and do take the 

holidays seriously. Mexico has about fourteen holidays and America has about ten 

holidays where time off of work is granted. Here is a list of the official holidays in 

Mexico, according to the "Country Commercial Guide - Mexico," when banks, 

government offices, and some general businesses will most likely be closed: 

January 1, New Year's Day 
February 5, Anniversary of the Mexican Constitution 
March 21, Benito Juarez's Birthday 
April 12, Holy Thursday 
April 13, Good Friday 
May 1, Mexican Labor Day 
May 5, Anniversary of the Battie of Puebla (Cinco de Mayo) 
September 16, Mexican Independence Day 
October 12, Dia de la Raza 
November 2, All Soul's Day 
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November 20, Anniversary of the Mexican Revolution 
December 25, Christmas Day 

Here are some unofficial holidays that most businesses observe: 

• May 10, Mother's Day 

• December 12, Dia de la Virgen da Guadalupe 

Also, it is important to note that many business contacts may be unavailable 

during the Christmas holiday season, which informally begins around December 16 and 

extends to January 6, the Day of the Epiphany. This holds true for the week before 

and/or after Easter as well. This list in the "US Code Collection," is notably different 

than the legal public holidays in America. Here is a list of observed holidays in the 

United States: 

New Years Day, January 1 
Birthday of Martin Luther King, Jr., the third Monday in January 
Washington's Birthday, the third Monday in February 
Memorial Day, the last Monday in May 
Independence Day, July 4 
Labor Day, the first Monday in September 
Columbus Day, the second Monday in October 
Veterans Day, November 11 
Thanksgiving Day, the fourth Thursday in November 
Christmas Day, December 25 

Businesses close and the holidays are shown a great respect in Mexico; therefore, when 

trying to conduct business with people in Mexico know the schedule of the holidays. It 

will save a lot of time and frustration, since some of these holidays differ from holidays 

in the United States. 

The schedule of the business working day is also very different compared to most 

business days in the United States. When 1 was in Mexico, I lived with a host family 
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where the woman, my "mother," was in charge of Housing and Placement at the school I 

attended. Her working day was comparatively the same as our school schedule. We 

would begin our day at around 8:00 a.m. when school began. Then, at around 2:00 p.m. 

we would go home and have lunch and '''unasiesta" an afteraoon nap. It was not 

literally a "nap time" or that one had to sleep, but a time to rest and for socializing. The 

businesses around the area would also close during this time, from either about 2:00 p.m. 

until about 4:00 p.m. or from about 4:00 p.m. until about 6:00 p.m. After that two-hour 

period, most of the businesses would open back up until around 9:00 p.m., and even 

though 1 was done with school for the day, "my mother" would sometimes head back to 

school for more work. 

In Mexico, these hours are kept consistently Monday through Friday unless a 

holiday occurs. My daily schedule in Mexico was a very different experience, and it took 

me a little time to adjust. In the United States, the business day often starts at around 

8:00 a.m. and continues until around 5:00 or 6:00 p.m., with only a half-hour to an hour 

for lunch. The period of time that is scheduled in Mexico for meals, rest, and 

socialization is not a part of the business day in America. 

Allowing a greater period for "lunch" shows that meals in Mexico are taken more 

seriously then they are in America. Most of the time business people in America are 

always eating on the run. Take out, drive-ins, and fast food chains litter the sfreets. The 

norm in the United States is for people to eat their meals in front of the television or on 

the go; for instance, driving between two locations. In Mexico, meals are seen as more of 

a social event, especially lunchtime. Mexico has McDonald's and other fast food 
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restaurants, but the overall concept of mealtime is different. Comida, or lunchtime, is the 

largest meal of the day in Mexico. At comida, the day stops, people sit down and eat, and 

they use this time as a period for socializing and a period of relaxation. Oppositely, the 

largest meahime in America is usually dinnertime, which is usually viewed as the social 

time and the period for relaxation. It is at the end of the day, when the work is finished, 

that Americans are most likely sit dowoi and eat. Social time in the Mexican culture is 

usually centered around food or mealtime. 

When discussing social interactions, the proper procedure for greetings must be 

examined. In America, when two people are introduced they exchange handshakes. 

Handshakes are appropriate and expected whether the introduction is a formal 

introduction between a business colleague and a new business acquaintance, or an 

informal introduction when your friend introduces you to a member of his or her family. 

Many times Americans make a judgment about a person based on their handshake. In 

Silent Messages by Mehrabian, the style of handshake is discussed: 

A firm handshake is more intense and is indicative of greater liking and warmer 
feelings... A prolonged handshake... in most situations is unacceptable-to intimate 
to be comfortable. A loosely clasping hand-or worse, a cold and limp one-is 
usually interpreted as indicating aloofness and unwillingness to become involved. 
(29) 

A handshake can either make a positive or negative impression, and in America, people 

obviously make very strong judgments based on how one shakes their hand. In Mexico, 

this is not always true. Yes, in some circumstances handshakes are appropriate and 

expected, but then a greeting that consists of a hug, un abrazo, and a kiss, un beso, on the 
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cheek is frequently used. It is very important in business to make a positive impression 

and use the proper greeting. 

In a business setting, during the initial meeting, when the relationship is casual, if 

the person is in a higher standing, a handshake is the most appropriate custom to follow, 

regardless of gender. After the first meeting, and when the relationship is more familiar 

and on a friend level or between peers, the custom of un abrazo y un beso, a hug and a 

kiss, become acceptable. According to Reed and Gray, in How to do Business in 

Mexico, they cover the concept of greeting in Mexico: 

The greeting hug has several degrees to it. At its warmest, it consists of a firm 
hug, followed by three manly pats on the back with the right hand, which then 
comes around to grip in a firm handshake, with the left hand lingering on the 
shoulder or elbow.. .Every abrazo is a statement. A big abrazo can be a sign of 
acceptance; whereas, a less warm one could be a sign of conflict or not being 
accepted. Greetings between two women or between a man and a woman are 
subject to the same gradations. At its simplest level, a nod or almost half-bow 
acknowledges an introduction, without any personal commitment. Next up the 
line comes a genteel handshake. Continuing up in warmth comes the beso, a peck 
on the cheek, more just a brushing of cheek to cheek. This is done while holding 
both hands. Again, the warmth and duration are determined by the closeness of 
the relationship. (27-28) 

Through my experience, while I lived in Mexico, 1 found the best way to conquer 

greeting people, especially when I was not sure of the proper way, was to just follow their 

lead. I would just watch their behavior and gauge mine accordingly. In just about every 

situation this "little trick" worked beautifully. Always remember that respect is a very 

important concept and greeting a person and showing them the proper respect through 

this process is extremely important. 

When addressing the cultural differences between Mexico and America, the list 

can become very long and complicated. Do not focus on these differences to the point 
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where one is uncomfortable and unsure of oneself Always fall back on the saying, 

"When in Rome, do as the Romans" and just follow the lead of the people that are 

around. Just remember that the concept of time is different, and not to schedule meetings 

back to back. Allow adequate time for tardiness and allow for the time that interpretation 

may take. Also, remember that the holidays in Mexico differ from those of the United 

States, and that they are taken more seriously. Being aware of the differing hours of 

operation during the business day will simplify communications. Being knowledgeable 

about comida and the correct procedure for greetings will also help in crossing the 

cultural barrier between Mexico and America. Just be natural and show one's business 

counterparts that one is genuine. In most situations, just relax, and do not forget that the 

other person probably wants to do business also. 
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CHAPTER IV 

CHALLENGE THREE: 
POLITICS OF MEXICAN BUSINESS 

In the world of business in Mexico, politics and business are not totally separate 

entities. Most major businessmen in Mexico have some political connections, although 

this has changed considerably since the implementation of NAFTA. Here in the United 

States, business and politics are kept separate to a much larger degree. 

Therefore, when trying to do business in Mexico, realize that whom one knows 

and whom they know becomes vital to success. It is through their connections that ones' 

communications and business will most likely expand, not of one's own accord. Making 

a positive impression and showing the proper respect becomes imperative. If a good 

impression is made on your Mexican business associate then ha or she will likely 

recommend one to other business people. It is through these networks that business and 

success will grow. Also be able to show the proper respect and avoid offending the 

person one is working with. If one offends the Mexican businessperson one is doing 

business with, chances are one will never even know it. He or she will continue to be 

respectful, but the deal or negotiations will probably not develop. In addition, it is very 

likely that networking or recommendations to other Mexicans will not follow. 

Remember, business in Mexico requires respect. 

Respect and networking play a major role in American business, ahhough one 

will probably know more readily if one offends someone. It is my experience that an 

American businessperson will directly tell that they are not interested in doing business, 

and respect is not at the forefront of importance. Networking is also highly important in 

24 



the United States, but if a large networking base is not something one has, it is still 

possible to succeed whereas in Mexico, my impression is that it is more difficuh to be 

successful without these connections. 

Respect plays a major role in whether one will be successful or not. Since respect 

is of such great importance to a Mexican, if one earns their respect then the chances of 

being successful increase. Many Mexicans do business through the connections they 

have and the networks they have formed. If one becomes a part of that loop then one will 

have vital links to many important people. These people can help find other sources one 

may need, such as an accountant or lawyer to help obtain the proper business permits. 

The options are limitless. But if one ever disrespects that person then possibly consider 

all ties severed. 

Women doing business in Mexico is another issue that needs to be addressed. In 

Mexico, the idea of machismo and the old traditions of respect still exist, especially 

toward women. Although in recent years some notable changes have occurred in the 

attitudes towards women, it can generally be said that many men still feel they are 

superior to women; they act as though women are indecisive and cannot make decisions, 

and women should not be working in the professional world. These feelings held by 

males towards females, in some situations, can make it more challenging for a woman to 

advance in the business world. 

Although the old mentality and traditions of male superiority can be negative and 

work against women in the business world; these old mentalities can also work in a 

females favor if maneuvered cortectly. Businessmen are likely to show a woman more 
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respect, and out of politeness will provide an appointment or meeting with a woman more 

readily then they would a male counterpart. In fact, being a woman may be beneficial 

and may aid in getting the first foot through the door. But after the initial contact a 

woman must prove herself capable, decisive, and knowledgeable. 

Even though "the door" may be open to a woman, she must prove herself and 

make sure that the door does not get shut in her face. "The door," or getting a 

businessperson to agree to a meeting, may not be as readily open to a man. This is where 

the respect that is held for women can be advantageous. An article in The New York 

Times gives an example of a female entering into the business world and the challenges 

she had to face and overcome. The article was titled, "Daddy's Girl Turned Beer-and-TV 

Billionaire." It is the story of Maria Asuncion Arambumzabala and how she "fought a 

staunchly macho Mexican society in transforming herself from poor little rich girl to 

tycoon" after the death of her father. She talks about how "in the mentality of corporate 

Mexico, women are considered synonymous with brainless." She was an "heiress to 

Grupo Modelo," which brews Corona beer "the best-selling imported beer in the United 

States, and the fifth-most-popular in the world," and she has a "20 percent stake in 

Mexico's media giant, Televisa." Before her father's death she was a 'T)addy's girl," and 

had never had to concem herself with anything other than shopping and taking care of her 

children. After her father's death, with no male heirs to the company, her, her mother, 

and her sister decided they were not going to "lose any of the family stake in Grupo 

Modelo." (1) Ms. Aramburuzabala still lacked the support of the businessmen in her 

father's company. 
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Still, without a victory of her own, she was hardly taken seriously by senior 
members of the board. 'Most of them thought that because I was a woman I 
would get tired of work and they thought I was just playing the little 
businesswoman, and that after a while I would go back home." 
She had to work extremely hard to prove herself After taking on the "company's 
most difficult challenges" of recovering two of the yeast companies from 
bankruptcy and back in the black the "Board assigned her to help lead 
negotiations to sell a 50.2 percent noncontroUing stake of Grupo Modelo to 
Anheuser-Busch. The deal was worth about $1.6 billion, and Ms. 
Aramburuzabala's family is believed to have made about $500 million. But the 
deal won her something even more valuable: the respect of her associates. (2) 

This article represents the mentality of businessmen in Mexico very well. Respect is vital 

to success, and it is very important, even more important than money. It also represents 

how businessmen think of women, and the challenges that a woman must overcome in 

order to be successful. The article also talks about Ms. Aramburuzabala's feminine attire 

and how she still kept her feminine ingenuity about her even in business. 

Some other criteria for women to follow exist, such as the unwritten dress codes. 

An air of femininity is important to keep about you. Dressing like a woman and acting 

like a woman are vital. In other words, dress in a feminine fashion and act in a feminine 

manner. Use some caution here and be sure not to cross the line between appropriate-

feminine attire into the area of too revealing. As a woman, do not be seen as flirtatious; 

therefore, always guard one's behavior and be sure to keep it professional. In the same 

manner, flirtatious behavior from a male counterpart or business associate is not a type of 

behavior that a woman wants to invite, so be careful. 

It is important to know that when a woman takes a business associate to lunch -

generally the woman is never expected to pay. Arrangements should always be made 

with the restaurant before arriving. Another option is to have a male escort who has 
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previously agreed to pay. The Mexican business associate could be greatly insulted, just 

be careful because some males are very sensitive about this. In addition, one's associate 

may think less of you, resuhing in a loss of respect if a woman were to pay in front of 

him. Socially it is a no no, this carries over into the business world. Usually women are 

not expected to pay, but it is not unheard of Another issue to be cautious of is a female 

asking a male business counterpart to comida. The invitations for comida coming from a 

female may be perceived as tacky and looked dowoi upon, so use caution when 

addressing this. 

Enough about the specifics for a woman. It is important to watch one's self, male 

or female, when at a business lunch, or comida. The reason is because drinking alcoholic 

beverages in Mexico is not looked at in the same way as it is in America. It is not rare 

that alcohol is served with a meal. Use caution here, especially since it is a different 

environment and the altitude is more than most North Americans might be used to. Many 

books have been written about doing business in Mexico, but one in particular sums up 

the concept of drinking and business. Doing Business in Mexico, written by Jay Jessup 

and Maggie Jessup put in perfectiy: 

Drinking, while falling from favor in the United States, is still a big activity in 
Mexico. Social drinking is the custom, so pay attention. Be especially wary if 
you are not accustomed to drinking at lunchtime. Also, very high altitudes, such 
as Mexico City's 8000 feet, ampUfy the effects of alcohol. Know your limits and 
do not exceed them. The sizzled U.S. businessperson is hardly the image you 
wish to portray. (243) 

Business associate will most likely be watching every move and making a judgment on 

how one acts and handles the situation. So be extra cautious not to get caught up in the 

atmosphere and end up making a bad impression. 
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Remember too that comida is a social time. It is usually a four-course meal and is 

not the proper time to talk business or press the issue of business related items. It is 

designated more as a time to talk about world new, family, or other events. If one's 

business counterpart wishes to discuss business then by all means let him or her bring it 

into the conversation. The Jessup book also discusses this issue: 

Certain topics are considered acceptable for discussion at the midday meal: world 
news, general business climate, family and mutual friends, and specific business 
only if your Mexican host brings it up. Remember, lunch is a time for relaxation, 
so do not go beyond safe subjects. (243) 

Follow these simple suggestions then one will soar through a comida in Mexico with 

flying colors. 

The "power breakfast" also exists. If businesspeople in Mexico want to talk 

discuss business over a meal it may be done at a "power breakfast." These breakfasts 

usually consist of elaborate meals with lavish dishes. In the United States, a luncheon is 

usually held to discuss business, or businessmen gather for a business dinner. Breakfast, 

in the United States, is usually a very casual time, that most people either skip or grab a 

donut and coffee on the go. If invited to a "power breakfast" in Mexico, expect to eat and 

arrive prepared to discuss business. If invited to comida expect a more social 

conversation. 

When comida is complete, the question of who pays the bill arises. This question 

is one where the customs in Mexico and in America are closely related. Whoever did the 

inviting does the paying. Unless one is a female, in which case one should have made 

previous arrangements about paying. When one extends the invitation to comida, and 

one's business associate offers to pay the check, politely decline the offer and still pay the 
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check. Vice versa, if one's business associate extends an invitation, then politely offer. 

The same usually holds true by American standards, just use common sense. 

In conclusion, abide by the business customs and play by the rules and one should 

prosper and be successful in Mexico. By respecting others, one's network will grow and 

you will gain priceless connections. For all of the women entering into the business 

world of Mexico, these cultural expectations will aid in communicating properly and 

being perceived appropriately. Overcoming the macho mentality of men being superior, 

Ms. Arambumzabala became extremely successfiil and proved herself through hard work. 

Following the proper protocols whan it comas to lunching, drinking, and socializing can 

afford success in any country or business. 
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION 

By examining the challenges of doing business cross-culturally with Mexico, one 

is ready to deal with the difficulties that may be faced with the language barrier, the 

cultural differences, and the politics of Mexican business. 

If careful in choosing an interpreter or franslator, many complications may be 

avoided. One will be able to make educated choices and work well with an interpreter or 

translator so that communications with a Mexican businessperson will be enhanced. 

Paying attention to the agreements one makes, getting and making negotiations in 

writing, and including a language clause in counterpart documents will ensure that 

miscommunications are kept to a minimum. Also, choosing the correct manner to 

communicate, using the telephone and mail with the inclusion of e-mails, will create a 

support system where every communicative act is followed up by another means of 

communication. This ensures that all transactions and messages are understood and 

successfully completed and one will demonstrate a highly developed degree of 

professionalism and earn the respect of many. 

In Mexico, respect is one of the most important values of a person. A person 

must earn respect and show respect in order to be successful. Respect is one of the many 

cultural differences that one must be attentive to when doing business in Mexico. Also 

be aware of the time orientation. In America, time is watched very closely whereas in 

Mexico, it is thought of differently. The time orientation has a major role in how 

business meetings are conducted. In Mexico, the meeting starts when all the people have 
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arrived, and it will end when all the topics of discussion have been covered. In America, 

meetings are more likely to have a beginning time, when all the people are expected to be 

there on time; and an ending time will be designated, when the meeting will be finished, 

whether or not all the topics have been discussed. Also, being aware of the differing 

daily work and holiday schedules will help make the most of one's time and reduce one's 

frustration level. One will not get frustrated trying to get in touch with a Mexican 

businessperson when he or she is not in the office due to a holiday or the period of 

comida. 

When addressing politics of Mexican business, demonstrating the proper respect 

also plays a major role. As a woman, knowing the proper etiquette and behavior will aid 

in eaming the proper respect. Also, being knowledgeable about the proper customs at 

comida and at "power breakfasts," and following the customs correctly, will help present 

the polished etiquette of a professional. Always watch alcohol consumption at these 

meals in order to maintain your professionalism, and so one does not lose respect with 

one's business counterpart. Be aware of the difference in altitude and the strength of the 

beverage chosen. 

Be polite and considerate, and people will see that one is genuine. Do not be too 

wary of making mistakes. It is always a good idea to educate one's self as much as 

possible about the situation one will be going into, and knowing how to navigate the 

language barriers, the cultural differences, and the politics of Mexican business will 

prepare one for doing business in Mexico. By being aware of the differences and 
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implementing the proper customs into doing business with Mexico, one will be equipped 

to communicate successfully and confidently. 
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