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French-American Comparison Chart - Potential Areas for Ease and Conflict 

Theme France America 

Interactions ● French businesses are notorious for being 

hierarchical, but employees must have their say 

anyway 

● The French are taught not to think about things in 

binary terms but rather to cultivate nuances 

● They want to dissect, analyze and challenge ideas 

● Confrontation is almost always more appealing 

than consensus 

● Informal interactions are relaxed, friendly, informal and 
occasionally spontaneous. Titles are rarely used; they 
only denote job function and not status of hierarchy. 
Age, position, rank, and gender do not strongly 
influence communication style. 

● Emotions are discredited as unprofessional; in a 
business context, trust and credibility are developed 
through suppression of emotions 

● Standard physical contact includes a handshake with 
some eye contact 

● A need to be overly positive and politically correct 
● Very familiar and want to connect quickly 

Verbal 
Language   

● French don’t communicate - they converse; the 
object of conversation is to show you are 
interesting, not to connect or show interest in others 
the way Americans do 

● Talking is the key to all interactions 
● They can be perceived as arrogant and rude if you 

don’t adhere to the most basic codes of interaction 
● Bonjour is the universal greeting - it announces, “I 

am here” - you don’t really exist unless you say it; it 
also underlines equality; you must say it to every 
person you come into direct contact with (on buses, 
shops, restaurants, etc.); you must also wait until 
both parties have spoken it before you can ask for 
something 

● French are animated (waving arms, high pitched 
voices, or shouting) 

● Conversation is about theater, politics, movies, 
geographical world issues, sports, and architecture 

● Do not ask people their name or questions about 
occupation or family - these are considered private 
subjects 

● When in doubt, always use “vous” when addressing 
someone 

● If you ask a French person how they are, be 
prepared to hear a full answer 

● Loud, arrogant and self-absorbed 
● Conversation is about self, personal life or professional 

identity 
● Best to avoid talk of money or salaries 
● Use of hyperbolic language (“super”, “amazing”, 

“absolutely” “great job!” “awesome”) 
● Americans like to make connections quickly by asking 

about names and jobs, which can be off putting to the 
French 

● Americans have a tendency to ask “How are you” 
without expecting to actually hear any other answer but 
fine 

 

Nonverbal 
Language 

● Smile as a response to something with familiar 
people, not strangers 

● “Les bises” (the touching of cheeks) is done only in 
social settings amongst friends 

● No back slapping or touching of any kind 

● Wait for the superior to offer hand in handshake, 

light, brief squeeze (women offer hand first, 

regardless of business status) 

● Smile as gesture of hello to strangers 
● Shake hands in a business context 
● Use hand gestures 
● Can hug in a business setting though depends on the 

environment 

At Meetings ● Punctuality is important, but expect to wait 30 
minutes as everyone arrives late 

● There may not be an agenda at the meeting 

● Meetings are planned on time and begin on time. They 

are scheduled with finite ending times. 

● Americans think they have higher productivity, but 
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● Meetings last a long time, and may not have a finite 
end time 

● Meetings are used as creative places for ideas 
sharing and imagination 

● Interrupting the speaker with questions or speaking 
about a topic which is not on the agenda may 
happen 

● The French don’t like restricted procedures or clear 
instructions: they want to maintain some form of 
"grey zone" 

● Tone of meetings is low-key, diplomatic and serious 
● Most of the time may be devoted to identifying 

risks, weaknesses, errors, and criticism 
● Love to ask destabilizing questions, show they 

know a lot and have understood better. Giving too 
specific and clear directions can be perceived as 
not acknowledging the professionalism of the staff. 

● Meetings are not decision-oriented; decisions are 
made later on by high level managers alone 

don’t in actuality 

● Meetings are structured with agendas, notes and follow 

up summaries 

● Presenters tend to complete their presentation and 

meeting participants save their questions for the end 

● Tone of meetings are efficient but not serious and 

formal 

● Americans are loud, but not aggressive, animated or 
shouting in meetings 

● Most of the time may be devoted to identifying 
opportunities, strengths, solving potential problems 

● Both written and oral commitments are serious and 
binding. Lying could break a deal.  

● Focus on accomplishing tasks “one at a time” and 
sequentially; strong drive for speed and innovation 
over perfection and concrete results 

 
 
 

Negotiation 
and Debate 

● Confrontation and debate are seen as healthy 
● Don’t take no for an answer because they say no to 

practically everything - saying no is about the 
irrevocable right to refuse; it is also how the French 
emphasize authority; it’s used as a bargaining 
position or counteroffer; also, the French don’t say 
“I don’t know” or ever admit to fault - fear of ridicule; 
they say “Non” instead 

● Companies systematically run into management 
problems whenever they make the mistake of not 
letting their employees discuss things or engage in 
enough debate enough 

● The minute employees are deprived of the 
opportunity to express an opinion, all work relations 
become difficult 

● French employees demand and exercise this right 
even in situations when they know their superiors 
have already made up their minds 

● Dialogue is very structured and time  

● Negotiations can appear rushed as conflict is not 

tolerated well 

Suggestions 
For Working 
with the 
French 

● Build relations instead of procedures, do not try to mix professional life and private life, do not expect too much 

from meetings 

● Don't take it for granted that everybody should speak English, apologize for not speaking French 

● Don't be too informal until you're sure it's okay 

● Always address French associates as Monsieur or Madame 

● Use frequent and intense direct eye contact 

● Occasionally nod and comment when you are listening 

● Avoid gum chewing, snapping your fingers, or slapping your palm with your fist, as these habits are considered 

vulgar. Also, never make an okay sign with your fingers, as in France this symbol means nothing or zero. To 

show approval, simply raise your thumb. 

*highlighted areas indicate probable areas of discomfort/conflict 

 


