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As a Yank, I faced the rigors of my younger years with regular newspaper counsel from Anne Landers and Miss Manners, and later managed my bachelor household on advice from “Ask Heloise” (yes, those stubborn stains do come out!). Now Gwyneth Olofsson, a UK-born and Sweden-adopted consultant and writer has appropriated this advice columnist’s medium for dishing out intercultural tips. When in Rome or Rio or Riyadh… collects close to two hundred of questions from and her responses to those who have sought her advice over the years. Like the columnists of renown, she writes with accuracy, economy, and pungency, including playful jabs at our ethnocentricity and, where merited and occasional twist of the blade.
Olofsson also produces something that the columnists, even in their published collections, do not, a clear challenge to find out more for oneself. One of the chief risks in providing cultural specific information is how to inform without appearing to give pat answers or promote stereotypes. Of course, once information is set free, its use cannot be controlled. However, the author can, and Olofsson does provide both structure and encouragement that facilitate effective thoughtful application on the part of the end user. The Introduction gives a solid picture of how to use the book and apply intercultural information in general. The format of When in Rome or Rio or Riyadh… does this in three more ways:

1. By using the letter/question and response format, cultural information is anchored in a context, e.g., a question is raised by a Mexican asking about Chinese manners. While non-Mexicans and even Chinese can learn from the response, it is clear that cultural information is always relative to the parties involved, and requires observation of both self and other if it is to be used judiciously.
2. Olofsson assists the formation and use of good judgment by providing benchmarks that she calls “Global Standards” and “Global Warnings.” Global Standards are the likely fall back positions for how to behave in the global business environment of the world’s 33 largest economies. Global Warnings alert us to peoples, countries and areas where different and sometimes starkly conflicting standards are in force.

3. No book of this sort can replace curiosity and inquiry as keys to successful intercultural behavior. What Olofsson does provide is targeted information and multiple sides of questions that both stimulate curiosity and urge us to ask the right questions.

A few years ago I became aware that, when searching for information, I could generally find it quicker by Googling than by walking to my bookshelf across the room, even when I knew which book or even which pages contained what I was looking for. This possibility shifts my expectations, both as an author and as a reader, as to how information is organized and delivered in printed form. I and others like me now expect to have multiple points of entry into the issues we want to explore. 

Olofsson provides them. First, a general table of contents orders the book’s material from the most basic manners, through more complex concepts surrounding communication and time, to higher levels of intercultural collaboration that require knowledge of social distinctions, organizational behavior, ethics and values. 
This is followed by a second table of contents, a listing of country-by-country and topic-by-topic index. It is the sort of thing one normally would expect as an afterthought at the volume’s end. In When in Rome or Rio or Riyadh… it is an up front tool that guides the reader to exactly the information she or he is looking for. 
Finally, following each cluster of letters are the Global Standards and Global Warnings followed by a two to four line summary of how the issue, e.g., business dress, gift giving or trust building is handled in each of the countries dealt with in the book. This redundancy is for quick, convenient access, i.e., for “Googling,” not for literary quality. The reader will find the true purple patch in the responses to the letters.
Truly “equal time” is given to how cultural norms may apply to or differ for the businesswoman. Olofsson attends to women’s issues more frequently and with greater consistency than most authors I have read in this field. 

Got a question? Want to know more? You can still Ask Gwyneth at experiences@communico.o.se.
