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Being in a foreign working environment is quite different from working the Hong 

Kong way, whether you are working for a multi-national company (MNC) or a local 

corporation with international background. Many of us are more interested in the 

benefits of international businesses – better pay, greater leave entitlement, less 

working hours, and so on. The general impression is that MNCs respect individuality 

and encourage work-life-balance. However, Hong Kong employees have to bear in 

mind that, when working in an international business context, they need to deal with 

various cultural differences:  

 

1. Talk their way and learn their way. We always hear that the English have great 

sense of humour, or Indians are very detail-minded. Australians can be very 

different in terms of working styles from Americans, even though they speak the 

same language. Of course all these are generalizations that may or may not be true. 

But what we can say is that when we interact with people from different 

backgrounds, we can make our own observations on the cultural differences we see. 

It is important that we approach everyone from whatever background with sincerity 

and, no matter what language they speak, that we try to understand and 

communicate with them. This will help us get along well with them. 

 

2. Learn the right slang – even though we all speak English, the ways in which we 

speak are different. I am not just talking about the accent but also the words. For 

example, when a British person says a member of staff is poorly, I would have 

thought the employee is somehow maltreated. But actually it means that they have 

fallen sick. These are words that Hong Kong people seldom use. So don’t jump to a 

false conclusion when you hear familiar words used in an unfamiliar way. 



 

 

 

 

 

3. Make use of your locality to create topics – the good thing about working with 

colleagues from a diverse background is that you never run out of topics. As a local, 

you can talk as much as you can about the city, the language and the Chinese 

culture. Don’t ever worry about cultural differences being an obstacle, it is actually 

the opposite. Your foreign-born co-workers are more used to working with different 

people than you are. So do not make a big deal out of it. Just be yourself but 

open-minded at the same time. 

 

These are just some general tips. People of various cultures are in some ways like 

people of different personalities. The most important thing about work is not just 

about the work itself, but also the techniques of dealing with people. By finding a 

way of adapting to different cultures and getting along with different people, you will 

find your work far more enjoyable and productive. 

 

 

Tong Lam is a Communications Administrator at a Hong Kong international school. 

She is also a contributor to various newspapers including Mingpao Daily and the 

Hong Kong Economic Journal. 

 

 


