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INTRODUCTION 
 

Latin America: a diverse, colorful 
place and open for business 

 

 

 
Latin America is not only a favorite tourist destination, but also a rich and interesting 
place to conduct business. It has an area of 21.07 million km² or 8.135 million 

square miles, where 38 countries in Central and South America and the Caribbean, 
hold a combined population of almost 1 billion people. And contrary to what is be-

lieved that all Latinos can be labeled as similar, their culture varies significantly from 
country to country. Peruvians are not the same as Mexicans, although they share 
some common history. However, the geography, religion, social and political forces 

also determine their cultural subtleties in the way of what they do, how they live and 
think. 

 
In terms of language, Romance languages are 
predominant and these include Spanish, 

Portuguese and French. Creole, as well as 
indigenous tongues like Quechua, Guaraní, 

Nahuatl and Aymara are spoken in certain 
areas. Spanish is the most widely spoken 
language in Latin America, with almost half 

of the population that speaks it as their first 
language. However, every country has its own 

slang words and variations of Spanish. 
 

 

The territory has faced many economic challenges in the last decades and it is work-
ing towards an important macroeconomic adjustment that will generate trade re-

quirements for higher competitiveness and demands for better technology and up-
scale products and services. Latin America is currently a place of major market 
opportunities.  

 
It is a colorful and lively culture that values family, trust and pride in their heritage. 

It is a carnival for the senses, with lively rhythms and a joy for life. But they also 
take their businesses seriously. Latin Americans put great value on building and 

nurturing relationships with partners in the Americas, which is key to entering such 
a complex and rich market. 
 

We hope this guide will help you better understand the challenges and opportunities 
when doing business in Latin America, from the cultural awareness perspective and 

will suggest ways to your business development strategy in the region.  

 
  

46% 

28% 

23% 

1% 2% 

Languages spoken in 
Latin America 
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English
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French
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PART 1 

CULTURE AND ITS IMPACT ON BUSINESS 

 

What is culture? 

In countries and regions around the world, social groups do things in different ways. 

In Canada, we eat, dress, pray, talk, communicate, value, and behave uniquely and 

in a total different way than somebody in Colombia, Poland or North Korea. Those 

values, norms, and beliefs are what we know as “culture”. Deal and Kennedy define 

culture as “the way we do things around here”.  

 

When people of different cultural backgrounds come into contact, they clash upon 
their invisible boundaries, such as language, customs, attitudes, which make it 

difficult to connect.  
 

Erin Meyer, in her book The Culture Map, states that 
“cultural patterns of behavior and beliefs frequently 

impact our perceptions (what we see), cognitions 
(what we think), and actions (what we do)”. But 

cultures are not static; they have the capacity to shift 
and evolve. The fluidity and evolution of cultures are 

the society’s response to the impact from external 
circumstances such as historical events, increase in 
immigration and travel patterns, exposure to 

technological innovations, etc. As societies and their 
customs change over time, this cultural fluidity 

enables them to grow and develop in a cross cultural 
learning. So it is of great importance to recognize the 
diversity, complexity and wisdom of these 

perspectives, on personal and business levels, in 
order to make valuable and enriching connections. 
 

Building a brand, a market for a product or service in faraway lands is not easy, and 

requires being willing to step out of the comfort zone and reach out into the dark, 
which can be scary, but exciting at the same time.  

 
In today’s ever changing business environment, it 
is imperative to understand the critical role that 

culture plays in organizational growth and 
performance. 
 
 

 
 

 

CULTURE 
noun  cul•ture \ˈkəl-chər\ 

 
Culture can be defined as an 
evolving set of collective 
beliefs, values and attitudes 
social forms, and material 

traits of a racial, religious, or 
social group. 
 
In other words, culture are 
the characteristic features of 

everyday existence (as 
diversions or a way of life) 

shared by people in a place 
or time. 
 
Source: Merriam-Webster dictionary 
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Levels of business culture  
 

Culture is a major component in commerce and has a great influence on the 
strategic and tactical focus of a business. It impacts management directives and 

decisions, as well as all business functions from logistics to human resources. It can 
also cause a lot of confusion and frustration when dealing with foreign customers, 
suppliers and stakeholders, who we do not understand. 

 
From a cultural perspective, and according to the MSG (www.management 

studyguide.com) business culture has many levels that add complexity to human 
and business interactions, each level one encapsulating and influencing the next 
one. We will discuss the following 4: 

 
 

 National/ Country 
 

 Business 

 
 Industry 

 
 Organizational 

 
 
The culture of any given organization will be founded on aspects that trickle down 

from the national culture, the business culture of the country, and the industry 
culture of the in which the organization lives and thrives. The organizations’ cultural 

factors such management directives, strategies and styles, will be defined by the 
outer aspects of culture. 

National Culture Each country and its people, have their own set of beliefs, values 

and customs which impact their behaviour and everyday life. This level of culture is 
usually historical and is deeply embedded in the peoples’ mind and heart. In Mexico, 

for example, people are extremely hierarchical and family oriented in their decisions 
and usually consult the highest ranked person in the family circle for advice on 
certain purchases, such as a house or a car.  

Business Culture This level is built on the set of rules and values of people which 
direct business functions in that country. The business culture can influence 
commerce operations, as well as law and government. It includes the ways and ease 

of doing business in that country and it can have an impact the business ethics. 

Industry Culture comprises of those distinct common values, beliefs and customs 
that impact the operations in a specific industry and how they perform their 

business. For example, pharmaceutical industry on a worldwide scale share definite 
cultural aspects like the focused processes of quality and safety protocols, no matter 
to which country they belong to. However, there will be certainly some variations 

among the culture of this industry impacted by the diversity of the country in which 
they operate. 
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And in the centre of it all, the organizational Culture comprises the intimate way 
in which the individuals in a company or organization function and interact, based on 
their particular mix of common beliefs and customs.  

In the case of companies that conduct business on a global scale, such culture 

becomes more complex, as it does business across many borders and it will need to 
manage many different cross-cultural national and business differences such as 

consumer behaviour, team building, hierarchy, power, competitiveness and goal 
setting, among many business interactions. Therefore running a transnational 
business needs to adopt several types of cultural aspects into consideration.  

 

  

An organization's 

ability to learn, and 

translate that 

learning into action 

rapidly, is the 

ultimate competitive 

advantage. 

Jack Welch 
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Cultural awareness 

 

Understanding the personal and organizational differences between themselves and 

those from other countries or backgrounds, especially the differences in attitudes 

and values, is called cultural awareness. Awareness and sensibility of cultural 

dynamics in foreign places is particularly important when entering a new market and 

even establishing international relationships. Being aware and recognizing 

sometimes opposing rules, values and beliefs will be difficult, but definitely worth it. 

 

 

In order to understand your new markets’ culture 

in Latin America, you must start in house first. 

Ask yourself the tough questions and include them 

in your strategy sessions: 

 

 

 

 How aware am I on Latin American society and customs? 

 How open am I as company to the uncertainty of pursuing a market in Latin 

America? 

 Do I have clear directions as to what I want to achieve in the territory? 

 Am I ready with my sales literature translated and adapted to the Latin 

American market that I will pursue? 

 Is traveling to Latin America in my plans/budget to conduct face to face 

meetings, in order to create valuable connections and trust?  

 

Being truly accustomed and at ease in various different countries and diverse 

cultures, takes practice. Businesspeople that read and study, even immerse 

themselves in the differences between cultures, develop an open mind and are 

ready for change. They exercise curiosity as a way of learning and exploration, 

gaining experiences in the global setting they operate in. 

 

A solid, but fluid business culture awareness and sensibility will ensure in its own 

unique way, that you organization will be getting off on the right foot to a long and 

fulfilling relationship with your customers in Latin America. 
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PART 2 

CULTURAL FACTORS TO CONSIDER WHEN ESTABLISHING A 

BUSINESS IN LATIN AMERTICA 

 

Doing business in Latin America 

 
Market development and its drivers, size and timing, charts, figures, statistics, 
strategies and tactics are very important when pursuing new customers and 

territories. However, all these facts may look good on paper, but have no meaning 
without the human factor. It’s people who make them possible, attainable. 

 
The best known strategy to establish a business 
or enter a new market in other countries is 

connection. The concept of connection has been 
growing in this era of social networking, but it is 

the face to face interaction that enables trust and 
thus, market penetration and growth. 
 

Connection starts with language. English 
proficiency in Latin America is low compared to 

the rest of the world, even among the highly-
educated and successful professionals. It is 

important to establish a communication line with your Latin American customers in 

their own language, using the proper industry jargon, as well as taking into 
consideration the cultural subtleties in each country, business, industry and 

organization. Seek to understand in order to be understood. 
 

 

A marketing strategy tailored to the culture in which your organization will be 
operating is paramount. Focus on the cultural human aspects of communication, 
from webpages, sales literature and even learning a couple of phrases in Spanish, to 

show true care for their culture. Submitting your information in both English and 
Spanish will add significant value. 

 
Initiate and choose to connect with your customers with face to face interactions. 
Plan a couple of trips a year to the region. If you develop a sincere interest in them 

and their processes, this will serve all of you well in the long run, as once people feel 
connected with one another your working relationships will likely improve.  

  

It’s all about the human touch! 
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Business etiquette in Latin America 

 
Due to the importance of relationships in Latin America, it is critical to understand 

the culture of the person you are developing a relationship with. This awareness and 
preparation will ensure long-term success after your initial 
entry into a foreign market. 

 
Continued cultural awareness and respect, face to face 

interaction and communication must be a priority for both 
you and your business. 

 
The four areas to consider when trying to understand the 
Latin American business culture and develop are: 

 
 Relationships and trust 

 Awareness and sensibility 
 Presence 
 Language 

 
Relationships and trust 

 
North American companies run by the “let’s get down to 
business” syndrome. On the other hand, companies in many Latin American cultures 

spend more time and place considerably more value, on fostering and developing 
meaningful relationships, based on trust and respect, with the people they do 

business with. In these cultures, forming a relationship and socializing must often 
take place before doing any business deals.  

Also, be aware that time is not of the essence in Latin America. Time is a curious 

concept and many times your customers’ schedules and deadlines will not align with 
yours. There is a Surinamese saying that captures the difference between North and 

Latin American business cultures: “They have the clocks, but we have the time”. It 
will take time and trust, before any Purchase Order is signed. 

 
Awareness and sensibility 
 

Copy-and-pasting a successful strategy from one country to other markets in Latin 
America is not necessarily transferable, as market conditions, like culture, vary 

widely across the continent.  
 
Decisions are generally, hierarchical, so be on the lookout for the decision maker, 

but never underestimate the subordinates. They have input in the discussions, 
although the final decision is at the top. 

 

 

 
 

“They have the 

clocks, but we have 

the time” 

 
Surinamese saying 

When in doubt, exercise kindness and empathy  
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Presence 
 

It is advisable that you plan periodical visits to the territory. It will give you a 
broader perspective and grasp of the customers’ needs and requirements. People-to-

people relationships across cultural barriers are fundamental to achieving long-
term results in business.  
 

Be prepared for a lot of socializing, being present in environments other than 
business. And, please don’t talk business during those events. Enjoy the Latin 

American hospitality! 
 
Language 

 
Don’t assume your potential buyer or partner in Latin America speaks English. Many 

serious business people speak only Spanish or Portuguese. If you want to do busi-
ness in Latin America, you need to speak your customers' language—or find people 
who do.  

 
In order to connect and build relationships as a path to business, you need to 

communicate. People need to connect in order to understand the conveyed 
messages of products and services that adapt to their environment. This is where a 
copywriter and translator can ease the way as they do not translate mere words, but 

ideas, and look for the shortest path to overcoming language and cultural barriers. 

Translate your sales and technical literature (even your business cards) as well as 

your website to proper Spanish. If not done properly then this can lead to 
misinterpretations and can lead to complications. A proper translation shows 
respect and care for the customer. 

 
A good suggestion is that you learn at least a few of the common words and phrases 

in the language of your target market. This will be taken as a sign of respect and an 
indicator that you wish to pursue a long-term business relationship with their 
company.  
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CONCLUSIONS 

 Culture is what defines people through their set of collective beliefs, 

values, attitudes, social forms, and material traits of a racial, religious, or 

social group. 

 From a business perspective, culture is layered in levels: national, 

business, industry and organizational, each one enclosing and influencing 

the next. It is important to be aware of these aspects when introducing 

products/services to a foreign market. 

 Culture is fluid and evolving, so it is important to be aware and open to 

those changes and flow with them. 

 The four areas to develop when trying to understand the Latin American 

business culture are: Relationships and trust; awareness and sensibility, 

presence, and language. 

 Connection starts with language. Develop you communication strategy in 

your customers’ language, so seek to understand in order to be 

understood. 

 When entering new markets throughout Latin America, it is important to 

foster relationships with your customers based on trust and respect, as 

these relationships are the building blocks of successful business ventures 

in the territory. Relationships come first, business will follow. 

 Think long-term in Latin American markets. 
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THANK YOU/ GRACIAS 
 

 
We hope the contents of this white paper are relevant and interesting for your 

business endeavours in Latin America.  
 
Our translation, copywriting and consultancy services help you connect to new 

markets in Latin America at their voice and level. We understand the language and 
culture to help you overcome cultural barriers to your products and services and 

maximize your Latin American market entry strategies. 
 

Please contact us for your English-Spanish translations and copywriting 

requirements as well as unlocking the Latin American business culture insights at: 
 

R&B Language Consulting Group 
 
Email:   erika@rblanguageconsulting.com 

Address:  59 McCreary Trail, Bolton, ON Canada L7E2C9 
Phone:  +1(905) 857 6724 

Web page:   www.rblanguageconsulting.com 
 

We hope to serve you soon 

 
Thank You! 

 
¡Muchas gracias! 
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