
International  expansion
Understanding country culture is 
vital for global expansion plans 
says David Rubens.

Managing projects all over the world can present very 
different challenges. While technical information may 
be the same (a risk presents a risk wherever you are) 

the way in which one approaches the problem will vary widely. 
Making the assumption that a UK-based health and safety officer 
could land in a foreign clime and provide the same service would 
be short sighted.

Managing your workforce while they are fasting during 
Ramadan would present a different set of circumstances to, say, 
Holi, where people traditionally throw coloured powder at one 
another. How do we approach, with understanding, other cultures 
when our business expands globally?

Security consultant David Rubens was told that it’s easy to do 
business in Japan: “All you need to do is hang around for 30 years – 
and 27 years later I’ve made some inroads,” he explains. Once you 
hear him talk about some of his project work it isn’t just 27 years’ 
experience in Japan, it’s also the rest of Asia, Africa, the Middle 
East, the Caribbean and Eastern Europe. 

David’s absolute must-have for international project management 
is framework. Even if you’re planning something relatively small 
scale, having a much larger strategy in place provides you with the 
ability to control what you set out to do. “Why pitch up in Japan, see if 
you can get a meeting with a supplier, sell them your pitch and wait to 
see whether they accept if you can do some forward-planning; talk to 
your local government department, and arrive with official backing 
and an opportunity to present”, he explains.

If you’ve got a project as large as, say, the Olympics, how do you 
manage it? David hones in on a very specific part of the project: the 
fleet of cars. BMW is providing 4,000 cars to ferry people around 
London. If we assume each car will be doing a minimum of four 
journeys a day, that’s 16,000 journeys taking place every day. The 

drivers may all be volunteers who won’t necessarily know their 
way around London. Their passengers may not speak any English. 
The transportation systems in London will be stretched to breaking 
point. What could possibly go wrong?

David also points out the UK’s historic tendency towards under-
management. “Think the Millennium Dome fiasco or Heathrow’s 
Terminal Five,” he notes. Maybe he’s a cynic, but with that many 
moving parts one could quite easily see how something might slip.

Efficiency and excellence seem to be David’s answers. Imagine 
the command centre of Tokyo’s Metropolitan Police. David explains 
their system with dealing with incoming information, “a member 
of staff takes the call, gives an answer, takes another call, gives 
an answer, takes a call, can’t answer, passes the call on, takes 
another call,” he explains. The ability to be able to instantly hand 
information over gives them an efficiency that seems very Japanese. 
This approach does however rely on excellence, every person in the 
team needs to be able to perform.

When asked about managing crises David takes the American line 
– it’s about planning, not plans. If you have specific plans, you try to 
make the situation fit them and in doing so can’t address the situation 
properly. If you have the building blocks to be able to approach the 
situation as it unravels, ie good communication, interoperability, 
people on the ground, etc then you are much more equipped. “The 
only way to learn to manage crises is to live through them,” he says. 

“The first time you deal with an emergency you won’t necessarily 
know what to do. The second time, however, you just might.”

He compares the response to New Orleans’ Hurricane Katrina to 
Hurricane Irene, which recently hit the east coast of America. One 
was a crisis, the other was a manageable situation. Lessons learned 
from Katrina allowed officials to prepare for the devastation that 
Irene could have caused.

The first steps to working overseas
David says to start out by networking. He recommends meeting 
local people and developing local partnerships. “Approach them 
with respect and be willing to learn,” he adds. “For example, 
scaffolding regulations in the UK may not account for the 
management of bamboo scaffolding, so local knowledge is key.”

If possible affiliate yourself with a local university, a government 
department looking to upskill, a local institute or union. Not only will 
you make contacts but you will also carry the weight of the officials.

Next David says to start positively. Even if on arrival things look 
like they are not being done properly, this may be the way locals 
have always worked and their efforts shouldn’t go unacknowledged. 
Look around at what they are doing, and perhaps what they are not 
doing. For example, if your students are always late, try to find out 
why. They may be walking three miles to get water before they can 
start their day. Solving that problem may allow your sessions to run 
more smoothly.

In many countries business is run on relationships. As an outsider 
you may be in a weaker position than locals who provide something 
similar. David recommends “build relationships, not business”. Once 
you’ve established your reputation you can offer opportunities that 
others might want to be involved in. How you then develop your 
business ideas depends on the country you are looking to launch in – 

each country is unique and has its own nuances.
In Outliers, author Macolm Gladwell discussed an incident at 

Korean Air. The airline had a series of fatal crashes, so a specialist 
analysed what happened in the cockpit of the planes. Gladwell came 
to the conclusion that, among other factors, the strict hierarchy 
between pilots meant that when a junior pilot saw something might 

be wrong, he couldn’t tell his senior pilot. It was not the “done thing” 
to question someone superior, even in a matter of life of death.

In a much more grounded circumstance, knowing that it is polite 
to accept business cards in Korea with both hands, read both sides 
(one in Korean, one in your native language) and place it in a business 
card holder rather than discarding it into a bag or pocket is the best 
way to do business, could just get you the introduction you need.

As David explains, every culture is different, and learning to 
understand them will only come from years of working there. 
However, his one universal truth is one of respect. Maybe it’s 
his security background, but paying respect to the traditions 
and knowledge of people you will be working with is of absolute 
importance. Developing working practices overseas is no longer like 
venturing into the heart of darkness; often it’s a chess game that has 
to be played respectfully.

David Rubens is a security consultant for David Rubens 
Associates: www.davidrubens-associates.com

“Scaffolding regulations in the UK may not 
account for the management of bamboo 
scaffolding, local knowledge is key"
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