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Summary 

 

This article describes various aspects of French business management practices and culture and 

provides contrasting examples with American business practice. The analysis and findings are 

based on research by many different authors, which are listed in a bibliography at the end of the 

article. Among the key business practices and cultural factors discussed are:  

• Business meetings and reporting 

• Labor relations in France and how employees see their job  

• Intercultural management differences between French and American business culture 

across an array of dimensions: 

o Context, Time, Interpersonal Distance, Individualism, Power Distance, 

Uncertainty Avoidance, Masculinity, and Long-term Orientation   

• Cultural understanding and interpretation of responsibility, honor, personal liberty and 

freedom  
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Working with the French....    

For an American, working with the French has some good sides and some bad sides, with many 

differences. Among them, many Americans cite: 

• The French do not organize meetings to reach a decision: they meet to exchange 

information, then the person in charge takes the decision... If you need to have a serious 

and/or difficult discussion with someone, you'll invite him/her for lunch and business 

lunches are still an important part of corporate communication; of course, be ready to 

drink wine... 

• Regarding meetings: French global companies are not very different from their American 

counterparts but some " traditions " may resist (particularly outside Paris). Among them: 

o Beginning a meeting 15 minutes later than scheduled so as to wait for those who 

are late and who expected it to be (it is called the "quart d'heure marseillais" or 

"parisien" or "wherever"): most participants are surprised when the meeting starts 

just on time. 

o Interrupting the speaker or speaking about a topic which is not on the agenda 

(when there is an agenda) 

o Forgetting to summarize the conclusion and/or to circulate a memo about the 

conclusion after the meeting... 

o French meetings are often more creative: take advantage of it! 

o more about French meetings! 

• The French are more flexible and creative and they do not feel bound to a previous 

decision ... Surprisingly enough for most Americans, the productivity of the French 

(when they work) is higher than the productivity of the Americans! 

• The French do not like clear procedures: they want to maintain some form of "grey zone" 

and do not believe that it is right to use always the same and only way to do the same 

things; organizational charts and objectives are not clear... Michael Johnson writes "One 

quality the Mediterranean peoples have brought to the world is the ability to live 

comfortably with inconsistency. The Greeks have it, the Italians have it and certainly the 

French do. To northern Europeans, this ability sometimes looks more like confusion, self-

doubt or possibly mental illness. But it is not" 

• The French do not believe a win-win situation can exist ("if you win, it means I lose") 

and negotiations are always difficult when people do not try to reach a consensus. 

https://www.understandfrance.org/Business/Intercultural3.html
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• The French do not believe a win-win situation can exist ("if you win, it means I lose") 

and negotiations are always difficult when people do not try to reach a consensus... 

• Only written commitments are serious: nothing oral is really binding and lying is no big 

deal ... (same thing in politics). 

• Within the company, the French are less constrained by social codes such as "you must 

play golf with your boss", or "each of us must give $5 for this charity" etc... and they do 

not like to mix corporate life and personal life; being invited to one's boss' home is the 

worst possible thing that may happen! (read a funny anecdote about it) 

• The French are much more sentimentally attached and faithful to their company: they like 

to put corporate relations on a personal basis... 

• Top-down management: for the French, the Boss is the Boss and management is very 

authoritarian ("lick up and kick down"); to understand this, learn about the "Grandes 

Ecoles" and the importance of diplomas... 

• The French are highly polychronic: they love to do several things at the same time and 

they are good at that... 

• Within the company, the French keep the doors closed (open floor offices are not 

popular), are reluctant to work in a team and information is often distributed selectively... 

• They often consider reporting a sign of weakness and a risk: read about accountability 

• In a nutshell it is a different world: for an American and it is hard to conceive that a 

country operating in the above way can be the fourth or the fifth world economic power! 

To understand better, 

 

Underlying explanations: the consultants' views  

Three well-known analyses of intercultural management by Edward Hall, Geert Hofstede and 

Philippe d'Iribarne illustrate the differences between American and French management styles: 

• According to Edward T. Hall, intercultural differences in communication are based on the 

context, on time and on space: 

o Understanding between people results from the combination of information and 

its context. Some cultures have a rich context (close links between people, high 

level of the unspoken/unsaid): these cultures are highly " implicit"; other cultures 

valuing communication only when it is very clear in itself are said to be "explicit". 

o For "monochronic" cultures, time is seen as a tangible resource coming from the 

past and going to the future: it has value and can be measured in itself; for 

"polychronic" cultures, time is seen as an element of several tasks which can take 

place at the same time and which are linked more by relation than by time. 

o Interpersonal distance is limited by a sort of protective bubble around each person: 

entering it is an intrusion; in some cultures, the bubble is very small, in others, 

very large. 
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USEFUL TIP.... There are always exceptions but many French people do not like to be blunt 

and say things outright in order to leave an escape route open to the other person. In this respect, 

they're almost Japanese. When in France, it's important to understand what ISN'T being said (le 

non-dit). This is why, very often, the French are considered imprecise by Americans when they 

sincerely think that they have been very clear. 

 

A view of labor relations in France: how do employees see 

their job? 

Philippe d'Iribarne, a French sociologist who wrote several penetrating books about intercultural 

differences and the French specificity, has an interesting view (see reference) on how the French 

are different from other Western countries: 

• In the USA, and more generally in Anglo-Saxon countries, the employee sells his/her 

work to the employer in the framework of a contract, protected like any other commercial 

contract 

• In Germany, the employee and the employer belong to the same community and have to 

decide together how to solve their conflicts 

• In France, the employee considers he/she has been granted an office (in the medieval 

meaning: "une charge" i.e. an office granted by the King) to work for his employer under 

the protection of the State (i.e. the King). With this vision of the job, being laid off is an 

attack against his/her dignity and it is normal to call on the King for justice. 

Although a little extreme, this vision may contribute to explain many labor disputes in France. 

Read more about the French and the State. 

DID YOU KNOW THAT....? Don't take it for granted that everyone speaks English: it is not 

natural to speak another language and when you have to, you are making a big effort (don't you 

notice that when you try your French?) : therefore, you must realize that whenever you work 

with people who speak English with you, they would rather be speaking their own language: they 

are speaking English for your convenience! In addition to that, you must remember (an US 

companies do not always do....) that in France or in a French company, it is NORMAL to speak 

French! It is also legal and there are laws to abide by (Loi Toubon). 
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As compared to the USA, France is a highly contextual, polychronic and small-bubble culture. 

 

  
USA 

 Americans think 

that the French 

are... 

France 

The French think that 

the Americans are... 

 Context 

“low context” 

• like Germany 

• everything must 

be clear 

• everything is in 

the contract 

• disorganized 

• insincere 

• not disciplined 

“high context” 

• like Japan 

• a place must be left for 

adaptation and 

interpretation 

• everything is in the 

relationship 

• boring 

• disrespectful 

• not creative 

 Time 

"monochronic" 

• time is money 

• exactitude is 

essential 

• not focused 

• dispersed 

"polychronic" 

• schedule independent 

• you can be late if you 

get a better 

achievement 

• too much into 

details 

• bureaucratic 

 Inter-

personal 

distance 

"big bubble" 

• avoid physical 

contact 

• touch you too 

much 

"small bubble" 

• security is being part 

of a group 

• arrogant and 

dominating 

  

According to Geert Hofstede, there are five dimensions to assess cultural differences: 

• Individualism (as opposed to collectivism), meaning more responsibility and a low level 

of affectivity 

• A large hierarchical distance, meaning more centralization and less participation 

• High control on uncertainty meaning low acceptance of the unknown of the future, 

leading to strict rules and little delegation 

• Masculinity (as opposed to femininity) as the sign of a high level of competitiveness and 

a value given to performance 

• Long term (as opposed to short term), emphasizing the relationship more than immediate 

results 

However, French international groups are still French! Ezra Suleiman (Princeton) in a study 

published in 2017 and based on a survey of 2 485 non-French managers working for French 

international firms showed that: 

• Even within the general framework of the management of international firms, there is "a 

French touch" which has been maintained and most non-French managers appreciate it 

positively 
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Intercultural management differences 

Giant mergers across borders create major intercultural shocks. According to two French 

academics (Philippe d'Iribarne and Emmanuel Todd in Les Enjeux-Les Echos, Jan. 2001), this is 

how you can analyze some examples of trans-cultural mergers: 

• Franco-Japanese (ex. Renault-Nissan) : the Japanese see the hierarchical side of French 

management but do not imagine how flexible the implementation of decisions can be. 

The French underestimate the sincerity of the consultation of the workers about 

management decisions. It can be difficult for the Japanese to accept authority from a 

smaller economic power but the French (like the British) can be much more successful in 

" colonial " situations (because of their flexibility) than the Germans (or the Japanese), 

much more rigid. The very successful French CEO, Carlos Ghosn, was an icon in Japan 

when he saved Nissan. 

• Franco-American (ex. Vivendi Universal): the French are considered both arrogant and 

weak. Arrogant because, in a meeting, they love to ask destabilizing questions, show they 

know a lot and have understood better. Weak because in the French culture, if you give 

too specific and clear directions, it means that you do not acknowledge the 

professionalism of the staff. In a French company, after a meeting, an American can 

never tell if a decision has been reached or not: for the French, " deciding " is giving the 

broad lines without getting into implementation " details ". In addition to that, contrary to 

the British, Americans do not respect French culture. Read about US firms in France and 

Jean-Marie Messier. 

• Franco-British (ex. Orange): for the French, the British culture is very mysterious. The 

British can take the most brutal decisions with extreme courtesy and are therefore 

considered very hypocritical. But both cultures admit differences, as long as the French 

forget their obsession about the universal man (man is the same everywhere) and the 

British overcome the strong francophobia of their working class. 

USEFUL TIPS.... about writing a memo or a report: the French hate the way Americans write 

their memos and reports; they think they are much too long with too many details, they do not 

put things in perspective and do not contain general ideas ("pas assez synthétique"); the table of 

contents does not illustrate a clear and meaningful plan: it is more like a list of themes, with no 

visible structure. The French often think it is a vicious strategy to hide important things among 

piles of uninteresting details. Conversely, Americans probably hate French memos (too many 

ideas, not enough facts), pompous and not precise. If you write for a French boss, make it much 

shorter, with a very clear structure and a few general concepts to start with.... 

  



 CRAMER & WILK 

7 
 

As compared to the USA, France is a much more hierarchical culture with, again, a strong 

emphasis on the relationship, more "feminine", valuing long term. 

 

  
USA 

 American 

managers think 

that the French 

are... 

France 

French managers 

think that the 

Americans are... 

 Individualism 

“very high” 

• like UK, 

Netherlands 

• responsibility of 

the manager 

• relying too 

much on the 

group (or the 

state) 

• cowards 

“high” 

• like Germany, Italy 

• loyalty to the 

company 

• selfish 

• only bonus-

oriented 

• do not listen to 

others 

 Power 

distance 

"low" 

• like UK, 

Germany 

• social mobility 

• participative 

• authoritarian 

"high" 

• like Belgium, 

Portugal 

• autocratic 

• each one at his place 

• overfamiliar 

 Uncertainty 

avoidance 

"low" 

• like UK, Sweden 

• it is good to take 

risks 

• the boss does not 

have to be an 

expert 

• not enough 

delegation 

• bureaucratic 

• do not take 

risks 

"high” 

• like Belgium, Spain 

• rules and structures 

must be respected 

• the boss must be an 

expert 

• too aggressive 

• take too many 

risks 

Masculinity 

“high” 

• like Germany, 

UK, Italy 

• individual 

performance 

• moody 

"average” 

• like Belgium, Spain 

• harmony of relations 

• over-competitive 

Long-term 

orientation 

“low” 

• profit oriented 

• underperform 
"average” 

• market share oriented 

• not faithful to 

the company 

 

USEFUL TIP..... Responsible? To better understand the French, always remember that in 

France, you rely on the King to protect you against any danger, including yourself, like parents 

do with children. A large part of the so-called bureaucracy is designed to force you to do things 

that are in your own interest. An example: in France, it is very complicated to create a company 

and to hire someone or hire yourself. Why? Because you have to comply with many different 

rules, including contributing to public health and retirement programs to ensure that, if you're 

sick you'll have the best medical care and when you retire, the maximum possible pension. It is 

unthinkable to say: "well, if people do not participate in these programs, they won't benefit from 
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them: that's all ..."; if someone took this risk and got caught, his compatriots would march in the 

streets " to defend his rights": the collectivity (i.e. the State) should have forced him to be 

protected. This is why many things are forbidden (like opening a shop on Sunday or working 

after age 65): to protect people would could be FORCED to do so by their employer. 

  

Philippe d'Iribarne's analysis emphasizes the concept of "honour" which values unselfishness and 

grandeur. For instance, delegating responsibility and then controlling it is considered perfectly 

normal in the USA and absolutely insulting in Spain (and in France). This is another example of 

the logic of the contract as opposed to the logic of the relationship. 
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Summary 

The article below is rooted in a French perspective. It aims to provide French professionals with 

10 guiding principles or rules when operating within U.S. culture. These principles/rules seem to 

originate from outsiders perspective formed from past work within U.S. organizations. Generally 

speaking, the outline centers around surface level business etiquette and interpersonal modes of 

operating. Takeaways from this article can be grouped into two camps:  

• General themes: 

o Status is established by achievements. 

o Formalism is never far off - don’t be tricked by casual appearances. Hierarchical 

culture is deeply embedded in organizational culture.    

o Dress code varies greatly across U.S. organizations and industries. 

o Corporate gifts are often regulated in the U.S. 

• Interpersonal: 

o Americans appreciate conciseness – time is money. 

o Keep away from self-deprecating humor - it is viewed as a sign of weakness. 

o Americans value enthusiasm and optimism. 

o Americans rarely compromise and will only do so as the last option. 

o Initially, stay away from speaking about other countries and cultures, as many 

Americans have not been outside of the U.S. and they may perceive it as 

arrogance. 

o Americans focus on the short term – keep proposals, negotiations and/or plans 

within this frame.  

 

 

10 règles élémentaires pour faire des affaires avec les Américains 

https://www.journaldunet.com/management/expert/54080/10-regles-elementaires-pour-faire-des- 

affaires-avec-les-americains.shtml 

On ne le dira jamais assez : Américains et Français ne sont pas nés du même moule ! Et 

lorsqu'on veut conduire des affaires avec les Américains, nous Français devons retenir et 

appliquer quelques règles élémentaires. Morceaux choisis... 
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1. Les Américains apprécient la concision des échanges et la clarté des propos. 

Rappelez-vous toujours qu'aux Etats-Unis, le temps c'est de l'argent. Un rendez-vous sans agenda 

ou sujet précis sera perçu par votre interlocuteur comme un manque d'à-propos voire un manque 

de respect et ne donnera généralement rien derrière. 

2. Chez les Américains, le respect s'acquiert au travers des réalisations notables plutôt que par 

l'âge ou le statut. 

3. Malgré des apparences décontractées dans les entreprises américaines et notamment en terme 

hiérarchique, le formalisme n'est pas loin : le boss reste le boss et on attend de lui/elle qu'il/elle 

sache prendre des décisions et endosser la responsabilité de ses décisions. De même, alors que 

l'humour est fréquemment utilisé dans des discussions d'affaires, il est totalement proscrit dans 

des situations conflictuelles ou des négociations tendues. 

4. L'excès de modestie ou auto-dépréciation / auto-dérision est mal perçu par les Américains, ils 

y voient un signe de faiblesse. Concentrez-vous exclusivement sur vos points forts (ou ceux de 

votre projet/produit...). 

5. Effet miroir : en affaires, les Américains valorisent les attitudes enthousiastes et optimistes, 

plutôt que les attitudes sceptiques, négatives ou critiques, qu'ils interprètent comme un signe de 

défaitisme. 

6. C'est seulement au pied du mur qu'un Américain acceptera d'établir un compromis, rarement 

avant. 

7. Le dress-code varie du tout au tout aux États-Unis selon les régions, les sociétés, les 

environnements, les circonstances... voire les individus. Renseignez-vous en amont du rendez-

vous si vous avez un doute. 

8. Les cadeaux d'entreprise sont assez diversement perçus aux États-Unis, beaucoup d'entreprises 

encadrant ces pratiques via des règles de compliance strictes. 

9. N'oubliez jamais que de très nombreux Américains ne sont jamais sortis des États-Unis. Donc 

outre le fait de vous attendre à une vision du monde et des affaires "US-centric", ne vous lancez 

pas dans de grandes envolées concernant la France ou les pays que vous avez visités lors de vos 

vacances. Votre interlocuteur y verrait là aussi un manque d'à-propos et une forme d'arrogance. 

Parlez-lui plutôt - si c'est le cas - des parties des États-Unis que vous connaissez. 

10. La culture du court-terme et surtout des résultats court-terme prévaut chez les Américains. 

Ainsi, dans vos propositions, négociations ou vos plans, privilégiez toujours la mise en valeur 

des échéances court-terme (même si elles sont - et très souvent doivent - être intégrées dans des 

objectifs plus long terme). A garder en tête dans les négociations de partenariat, de distribution, 

de recrutement... 

=====================================================================

================ 

We can never say it enough: Americans and French are not born from the same mold! And when 

we want to conduct business with the Americans, we must retain and apply some basic rules. 

Selected pieces... 

1. Americans appreciate the conciseness of the exchanges and the clarity of the words. 
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Always remember that in the United States, time is money. An appointment without a specific 

agenda or subject will be perceived by your interlocutor as a lack of relevance or even a lack of 

respect and will generally not give anything behind. 

2. For Americans, respect is earned through meaningful achievements rather than age or status. 

3. Despite casual appearances in American companies and especially in hierarchical terms, the 

formalism is not far: the boss is the boss and he / she is expected to know that he / she knows 

how to take decisions and take responsibility for its decisions. Similarly, while humor is 

frequently used in business discussions, it is totally outlawed in conflict situations or tense 

negotiations. 

4. Excessive modesty or self-deprecation / self-mockery is badly perceived by Americans, they 

see it as a sign of weakness. Concentrate exclusively on your strengths (or those of your project / 

product ...). 

5. Mirror effect: In business, Americans value enthusiastic and optimistic attitudes, rather than 

skeptical, negative or critical attitudes, which they interpret as a sign of defeatism. 

6. It is only at the foot of the wall that an American will compromise, rarely before. 

7. Dress code varies wildly in the United States according to regions, societies, environments, 

circumstances ... even individuals. Inquire ahead of the appointment if you have a doubt. 

8. Corporate gifts are quite differently perceived in the United States, with many companies 

framing these practices via strict compliance rules. 

9. Never forget that so many Americans have never been out of the United States. So besides 

waiting for a world-view and a "US-centric" business, do not launch yourself into big flights 

concerning France or the countries you visited during your holidays. Your interlocutor would see 

there too a lack of convenience and a form of arrogance. Talk to him instead - if it is - parts of 

the United States that you know. 

10. Short-term culture and especially short-term results prevail among Americans. So, in your 

proposals, negotiations or plans, always favor the development of short-term maturities (even if 

they are - and very often must - be integrated into longer-term objectives). To keep in mind in 

the negotiations of partnership, distribution, recruitment ... 

 
 


