Easy as PIE: Presenting in English. Presentations-1f

Background To Business in Brazil 

Many people have found the services of local middlemen (despachante) extremely useful

Brazil could be said to offer very real business opportunities to prospective international investors but those people attempting to do business in the country should be aware of the significant cultural challenges which await them.

With a population of 178 million, Brazil represents the fifth largest market opportunity in the world — after China, India, Indonesia and the USA. It is also the fifth largest country in the world by geographic size. Recent IMF (International Monetary Fund) reports indicate that Brazil leads all other South American countries in terms of infrastructure and technological development. Combine these facts with a stabilizing economic and political landscape — (the twin nightmares of corruption and hyper-inflation ravaged the country for decades) — and it is easy to see why Brazil attracted 3% of total global foreign direct investment last year.

However, anybody wishing to do business with Brazil and the Brazilians should be aware of the various cultural and structural barriers which might confront them. Probably the most pervasive barrier encountered by the unwary traveller would be the “Custo Brasil” or the “Brazil Cost”. This term refers to the very real extra costs of doing business in Brazil — corruption, governmental inefficiency, legal and bureaucratic complications, excessive taxation, poor infrastructure, inflation etc. Although this “cost” is difficult to define, it is real and the cause of great frustration for international business people.

Due to this “Custo Brasil”, it is important to work closely with local lawyers and accountants. Many people have found the services of local middlemen (despachante) extremely useful in overcoming many of the unfathomable local complexities. 

Brazilian Business Structures 

All key decisions will be made at the most senior levels of an organisation

As with most South American countries, Brazilian companies will tend to be organized along strictly hierarchical lines with information flowing in a very structured way up and down the various chains of command. As in most structured hierarchies, all key decisions will be made at the most senior levels of an organization and all international negotiators are well advised to try to develop a good understanding of the corporate structure of any potential partner, as a great deal of time and resource could potentially be wasted by trying to get a decision out of somebody who does not really have the requisite level of authority.

Try to find out the exact structure of the organization, people’s position within a department relative to their colleagues etc., but be aware of an added complication. The organization chart you are shown may not reflect the way in which power actually flows within the organization due to the complicating factor of the power of personal relationships. Business organizations are riddled with internal politics where one’s allegiance to an individual may be considered of greater importance than any reporting lines on an organization chart. Trying to understand the intricacies of these internal relationships could be another example of where the use of a local middleman or despachante could prove invaluable. 

Brazilian Management Style 

Bearing is viewed as of great an importance as technical abilities

A manager’s personal style is considered to be of great significance and it could almost be said that his or her bearing is viewed as of great an importance as their technical abilities. The respect, which is afforded the manager by subordinates, is directly proportionate to the personality of the boss. Relationships are of key importance in this Latin culture and the boss and subordinates work hard to foster a relationship based on trust and respect for personal dignity.

First and foremost, managers are expected to manage. The boss is expected to give direct instructions and it is expected that these instructions will be carried out without too much discussion or debate (if there is debate it should be done in private to avoid showing public disrespect to the hierarchy).

If giving instructions to Brazilian subordinates, try to be as clear, precise and comprehensive as possible. If tasks remain undone after having asked for them to be done, start by questioning yourself. Were my instructions given clearly? Was I too vague? If you only give partial instructions, only part of the task will be performed. (As in most strongly hierarchical cultures, subordinates will undertake the exact tasks they are given but no more — to do more might be seen as disobeying the boss!) 

