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The Executive Playbook for Korean 
Business Success 
 
In today’s global economy, Korea’s influence is undeniable—and those who master its 
business culture hold a powerful edge. Korean Business: Challenges and Solutions – 25 
Workplace Hints for 2025 by Don Southerton is a strategic guide for leaders who demand 
results. With over two decades of advising Fortune 500 companies, Korean conglomerates, 
and global brands, Southerton delivers sharp, actionable insights that turn cross-cultural 
complexity into a competitive advantage. 

For executives, decision-makers, and ambitious professionals, this book is more than a 
resource—it’s your roadmap to thriving in Korea’s fast-moving, high-stakes business 
landscape. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Crack the Code to Korean Business 
Success! 
 
Ready to dominate in one of the world’s fastest-growing and most influential 
markets? Korean Business: Challenges and Solutions – 25 Workplace Hints for 2025 by Don 
Southerton is your insider’s edge to thriving with Korean companies, teams, and partners. 
Backed by 20+ years of on-the-ground expertise with global brands, Southerton’s latest book 
is packed with actionable strategies, cultural insights, and real-world solutions you won’t find 
anywhere else. 

This isn’t just another business book—it’s your competitive advantage in a Korea-driven 
global economy. 
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Don Southerton has spent his career helping companies and leaders worldwide work 
successfully with Korean businesses. Over the years, he has supported major Korean groups, 
global brands, and government agencies, earning a reputation as the “go-to” expert on Korean 
business matters. Known for his practical insights and cross-cultural expertise, Don is 
passionate about building strong partnerships, solving complex challenges and sharing what 
he’s learned to help others succeed. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



www.bridgingculture.com 
 | ✉ dsoutherton@bridgingculture.com 
       310-866-3777 DM, Text, or Phone 

 

About Bridging Culture Worldwide 
 
Don Southerton and Bridging Culture Worldwide LLC. partners with C-suite leaders and 
major Korean business groups to strengthen their global outreach. We specialize in executive 
consulting, cross-cultural strategy, and leadership training, helping organizations navigate 
complex cultural landscapes and expand their international footprint. 

With decades of expertise focused on Korea, we empower leadership teams to align global 
strategies, foster stronger partnerships, and achieve sustainable success in competitive 
markets. 
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Foreword 
 
This book offers 25 practical tips for navigating the challenges of working with Korean 
businesses. Some of these insights are meant for Korea-related companies operating in 
international markets, while others focus on the unique cultural differences that can appear 
when working closely with Korean teams and leaders. These ideas come from over 20 years 
of hands-on experience. They’ve been tested in real-world situations, refined over time, and 
updated to suit today’s rapidly changing workplace. My hope is that they provide a clear, 
useful roadmap for building stronger, more effective relationships in Korean business 
environments. 
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#1 Knock on the Door 100 Times 
 

Over the years, I've shared much about business norms and expectations with Korean, 
American, and global teams and management. I, too, have learned a lot in exchange. In fact, 
I've been fortunate to have several senior Korean leaders share their opinions and thoughts. 

I was asked by a Korean client to find out whether a successful and high-profile American 
brand, Chipotle, was interested in entering the Korean market. If so, the Korean firm would 
like to be considered as a potential partner. 

After speaking with Chipotle’s American brand founder and CEO, he kindly shared that their 
plans were to focus on the U.S. market. Any expansion into Asia would not happen for at 
least several years. 

Several months later, while they were visiting the U.S., I hosted the Korean client's Chairman 
and his wife at a VVIP lunch with the Wolfgang Puck CEO and team. During the elaborate 
meal, the Chairman's wife asked me about my progress with the other American Chipotle 
brand. I explained that the U.S. brand's founder and CEO were polite but that they were not 
currently considering Asia or Korea. 

After a moment, the Chairman's wife said that their Group was still very interested in the 
brand for Korea. She encouraged me to keep trying and not to take "no" for an answer, firmly 
adding that sometimes we need to "Knock on the door 100 times!" 

I came away with two key insights worth sharing... 

My Korean client's success clearly stemmed from their perseverance and refusal to accept 
"no" as an answer. This is a trait I see in many top Korean groups. Additionally, the 
company's success was also due to the Chairman's wife, a strong and influential woman who 
has earned my respect and admiration. 

 

Takeaway: When faced with an issue, situation, or problem... we need to "Knock on the door 
100 times." 
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#2 Managing Expectations 
I am often asked to assist with Korea-facing business ventures. This is usually a North 
American firm just entering the Korean market or a Western company already operating in 
Korea. I also support top Korean groups with their overseas operations. Most often, Korean 
and Western senior leadership teams do a great job of building mutual trust. Both negotiate 
effectively.  
 
Once the deal is signed, it's time to execute. Unfortunately, the honeymoon period ends.  
 
Challenges arise, and what once seemed clear can now seem unclear due to poor alignment 
and weak communication. Why does this happen? There are several reasons. One is that the 
teams that meet, bond, and negotiate are rarely the same teams actually executing the work. 
The teams that designed the deal tend to have more experience in global business, while 
those doing the actual work are talented but often less experienced. Many Westerners lack 
recent experience working with Koreans, and Korean teams often have limited experience 
with North American business practices. 
 
Additionally, many Korean teams are bright but very junior, new to the workplace, and tend 
to be generalists, whereas Western teams usually consist of highly specialized industry 
veterans. So, what's the solution? In our experience, the most successful firms demonstrate 
strong leadership and a clear vision. They also understand the importance of ongoing support 
and training for both sides.  
 
Expecting teams to “just get it" rarely works, and if it does, it takes time, is costly, increases 
stress, hampers productivity, and can lead to employee turnover. Expecting non-Koreans to 
understand Korean culture, business models, and workplace expectations without proper 
guidance is like throwing someone into a pool and assuming they will swim rather than sink.  
 
A major mistake is hiring an industry consulting firm without thoroughly understanding the 
specific challenges and cross-cultural issues involved. Often, they fail to identify the root 
causes of problems, and expectations remain unclear. Issues will arise, and situations might 
worsen. 
 
 
 
To conclude, when managing partnerships, I recognize the significant stress faced by Korean-
based firms. Teams are required to perform, and partners are expected to do the same. Clear, 
well-communicated expectations and cross-cultural understanding from the beginning are 
crucial, along with a solid business plan and strategy.   
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#3 An Insider 
 
One takeaway from the Korea trip was a conversation with a longtime colleague. They 
emphasized a hard lesson learned in the past when, as an expatriate, they launched operations 
in the US. It’s also critical to any business entry, whether in Korea or America—"it takes an 
insider.”  
 
For my Korean colleague, he noted that selecting a local representative was a huge challenge. 
In fact, his Korean firm saw little progress even after they picked a local partner—someone 
on paper who, when interviewed, was seemingly well-connected, skilled, but not a true 
insider in that business sector.  
 
A few days later in a private lunch with the management of a company, the same 
conversation came up—the need to select “an insider” to oversee their US sales in the tech 
sector.  
 
In both cases, they referred to me as a trusted “insider”—someone well-connected, current, 
and knowledgeable in various business areas, as well as Korea. 
 
All said, I am very fortunate to be able to reach out as needed to those “in the know,” in 
Korea, America, and globally. Firms rely on insiders for prompt answers, primarily when a 
request originates from the highest levels of their organization. 
 
In the best cases, this allows the fast-tracking of projects. I can also be drawn upon when 
helping to reboot stalled and troubled projects.  
 
 
Thanks also to my fellow Insiders. 
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#4 Be Relevant: Stay Relevant 
 
I have written about the importance of being an "insider" in Korean business. 
 
I’d also add that remaining relevant is equally important. 
 
That is current, up-to-date, and knowledgeable about the latest industry trends and 
developments. Not to mention current geopolitical issues that impact business. 
 
 
Even a brief absence from a sector, lasting just a few months, can cause others to perceive 
someone as out of touch. 
 
In rapidly evolving fields such as Autonomous, H2, Mobility, Energy, and AI, this timeline 
can be reduced to a few months.  
 
More so in market entry, sectors like F&B, retail, and services— which are undergoing 
continual change and localization amid competition. 
 
 
 
I feel fortunate to learn daily from the companies I work with on projects, and I bring this 
expertise to all my consultations. 
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#5 Blindsided  
 
In a conversation with an industry veteran and longtime Western executive for a major 
Korean Group, we were concerned that a new global hire might be a poor fit. Specifically, we 
worried about the person’s attitude—particularly their openness to Korean business norms 
and practices, as well as the advice given on how to work within the system. My friend 
commented that the hire, who was very confident in their position and method of doing 
things, would never see their downfall coming and be blindsided.      
 
Pondering, it made me reflect on the Korean workplace, where the most savvy, long-term 
staff and executives are highly intuitive and sensitive to everything around them. They read 
situations and adjust accordingly. Little escapes their notice. In fact, few ever reach an 
executive level without such skills. 
 
I believe the same applies to the Korean project, both abroad and in Korea. Situations change, 
and assuming what worked in the past or today will stay the same is uncommon.   
 
All told, even the best plans can be blindsided. 
 
For example, a major Korea-facing project in which I was engaged centered on providing 
international amenities. One was a state-of-the-art high school with 74 classrooms, two 
gymnasiums, two theaters, two libraries, 13 science labs, a multi-purpose center, music and 
art facilities, a swimming pool, tennis courts, athletic fields, and playgrounds. All was on 
course, the local and national, Incheon Free Economic Zone (IFEZ), and ministry officials in 
the office were pleased with the international school and exceeding expectations.  
 
That said, much was to soon change.  
 
With the election of a new South Korean president at that time, huge public protests erupted 
during the first several months in office—initially centered on U.S. policy, including beef 
imports, but soon expanded to include the nation’s education policy.   
Seeking to appease the opposition, the president appointed an academic as Minister of 
Education. Although a non-party politician, the new minister had very strong feelings on the 
democratization of education.  In his eyes, Korea’s international schools catered to the 
privileged.  Unexpected with plans and teaching staff in place for the school’s first term, 
news came the school was going to be denied its Korean secondary education accreditation.   
 
All were blindsided.  It would be several years and numerous proposals before the school did 
finally receive the needed credential.   
 
 
Couple takeaways 
The first assumption was in building a state-of-the-art facility staffed with world-class 
educators few if anyone would find fault. Planning met and exceeded expectations by local 
officials, and governing bodies IFEZ and the City of Incheon. Unknown, and prior to my 
research after the fact into a solution for the Western developer was an underlying and 
growing resentment in Korea by some for international schools—many affluent Koreans 
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finding loopholes to gain admittance in what was for foreign students only. Media attention 
also only fueled a growing public awareness. 
 
A second assumption was although the developer was strategically aligned with the pro-US 
business, an in-coming Korean president—i.e. they were one of few westerners invited to the 
inauguration, hosting the South Korean president on his first visit to U.S. at VIP events in 
NYC and then D.C., as well as having a team of highly regarded former U.S. ambassadors 
engaged… the incoming Ministry still had their own agenda… and 360 degrees different 
from the prior. 
 
In hindsight, and a lesson learned was prior to any meetings and discussion on what was seen 
as a formality to get accreditation, we might have done well to deep dive into the new 
Minister’s mindset—tested the waters, etc. And what was soon to be an “us vs them” and 
lengthy process to resolve, perhaps could have been compromise and accommodation vs 
Blindsided.  
 
 
Again, food for thought and how I ensure projects stay on track…more art than science—
honed over the years.  
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# 6 The TFT  
Before approving any major Korean initiative, a dedicated 'behind the scenes' task force 
(TFT) is formed.  

The TFT’s role is to research and benchmark best practices from similar projects outside of 
Korea. Often, the team is cross-functional, made up of staff from different departments across 
the company—each member representing a specific department.  

Quite often, the TFT operates under a code name, and work is kept confidential and private, 
even from most of their own organizations. 

Over several months, the team will compile a comprehensive report for leadership that 
management can use to make a final decision. TFT reports can range from a PowerPoint 
presentation to thick binders.  

The preparation work by the TFT can provide valuable data and establish timelines, 
benchmarks, and a roadmap for the project. For the Korean market, which Korean business is 
most familiar with, there is little gap between this in-house planning and the start of 
implementation.  

More significant gaps between planning and implementation occur when Korean firms 
expand globally and the TFT is unfamiliar with the nuances of the local market.  

Plans made in Korea often lack relevance to the actual execution of an overseas project – the 
timelines, cost estimates, and roadmaps requiring constant adjustment and revisions.  

As a solution, I suggest TFTs seek local support and industry expertise—recognizing that, in 
many cases, especially during new global launches, there may be no overseas operations to 
rely on.  

This means the TFT not only benchmarks best practices worldwide but also identifies 
common pitfalls, potential challenges, and worst-case scenarios. 

In turn, local teams who will be required to implement need to realize and accept the Plan as 
more of a roadmap vs. a detailed blueprint.  

Once leadership approves the project, the teams assigned to it are expected to make every 
effort to meet the milestones.  
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# 7 Competitive Intelligence and the TFT 
 
Many companies utilize competitive intelligence (CI) to assess opportunities before 
launching products or services. This is particularly important for businesses entering a new 
market or launching a new venture. 
 
I can think of two examples: a supplier of traditional automotive parts venturing into the EV 
sector, or a local Food and Beverage (F&B) company entering a global franchise retail burger 
and shake business. 
 
As I have mentioned, companies in Korea most often form a Task Force Team (TFT) to 
research and analyze information from multiple sources and coordinate a CI program. 
 
In short, it means learning as much as possible, as quickly as possible, as well as 
understanding who the top competitors are. 
 
Finally, I’ve often seen it as a tool for decision-making—identifying opportunities and risks. 
 
One downside is that some people assigned to the TFT might have limited or no experience 
in the new sector. Also, there’s often little information about new businesses that’s publicly 
available or that is closely held by those already in that sector. 
 
 
A key best practice for TFTs is to involve their global organization early in the CI process 
and gather their input. This is especially important if the rollout will impact overseas 
divisions and, with leadership's approval, they will require organization-wide buy-in and 
support for implementation.  
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#8 Legalize, Revise, Amend 
 
I was once told that in Korea, signing a contract or agreement is mainly to formalize the 
partnership. Over time, the terms can be changed and renegotiated. 
 
My experience with Korea is that a contract essentially solidifies the working relationship. 
However, to fulfill the partnership's contractual obligations, the contract needs ongoing 
updates to adapt to business conditions. In contrast, a legal agreement in the West is fixed 
and unchangeable. 
 
Challenges  
Major differences in how Koreans and Westerners view legal agreements can emerge during 
negotiations and even after the contract is signed. Specifically, requests from Korean teams 
for repeated changes and modifications to a Western company’s standard agreements can 
cause significant frustration, especially for their legal counsel. In the West, some “redlining” 
of a document may occur, but legal teams may also face unprecedented questioning of even 
the most basic “boilerplate” contractual language. 
 
Great patience may be needed to guide Korean teams through Western legal terminology and 
clarify what cannot be changed in the document to ensure compliance with state, local, and 
international laws. 
 
Finally, it is common for terms to be revisited and questioned by other departments— often 
with limited or no international legal or business experience, and despite months of work 
between the Western and Korean lead teams! 
 
As the Ink dries...  
Perhaps more worrying is that terms mutually agreed upon in the binding agreement can be 
subject to reinterpretation. 
 
Over time, as Korean team members are reassigned to the project, the new staff will be 
unfamiliar with previous compromises and understandings.  
 
This new staff, often in response to changing business conditions, will have different 
expectations and want to make fundamental changes that modify the agreement. This will 
require amending the original agreement along with all the associated time and costs. In the 
worst cases, Western companies may be unwilling to change what they consider fair and 
binding, risking the relationship and potentially leading to legal action. 
 
An example comes to mind.  
Over time, negotiations in what was once a very promising partnership shifted from a plan to 
be finalized by the end of the year to a prolonged and drawn-out process. Specifically, a 
bottleneck arose each time the Korean team proposed revisions to the content.  
 
These changes needed to be reviewed and approved by the American working-level team 
before the Korean team submitted them to their leadership.  
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After the Korean leadership approved, the proposed changes had to be reviewed by the 
American team's legal counsel. As one can imagine, if the American counsel had edits, the 
entire process would restart. 
 
I examined the ongoing situation over several months, and as Step One recommended, we 
organized weekly conference calls with everyone involved to discuss the main concerns. A 
second call was also scheduled as needed for the legal counsel. 
 
In Step Two, I pressed both sides to acknowledge that the relationship was very positive and 
sound despite obvious frustration and doubts that an agreement would ever be signed 
 
To ease the bottleneck, I stressed the importance of compromise and cutting down on future 
revisions to get a signed agreement. 
 
With all parties collaborating and aligned, the project moved forward to a timely signing.   
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#9 Intrinsic, Can-do, and Hands-on 
 
In a recent Seoul meeting with several former executives, I brought up a major Korean 
company’s shift to Mobility. I mentioned that some in the West we advise believe that 
Korean car makers still need to sell lots of ICE (internal combustion engine) cars and SUVs. 
 
I expected a similar “need to focus on business” response, but instead, as a surprise, the 
senior Korean paused and then confidently pointed out, “They always needed a farsighted 
goal, and best if it seemed impossible!” 
 
He then stopped to reflect for a moment, perhaps recalling past years dedicated to being a 
Company Man--  before the conversation moved on. 
 
Can-do Spirit  
In my role as an advisor, I frequently share Korean core values, norms, and expectations with 
teams worldwide, and those who are familiar with Korea would agree, and a shared drive to 
tackle the impossible with a can-do attitude. 
 
 
Even those joining the ranks in Korea quickly adapt and embrace these values, and 
recognizing what the company has accomplished over the past decades. That said, these 
values are inherent and developed over time. 
 
I find that the global challenge is instilling what are considered intrinsic values in those 
outside Korea. Especially when someone is new to Korean business. I’ve learned it’s more of 
an art than a science, and requires constant sharing, mentoring, and coaching. 
 
 
Hands-on Solutions 
First and foremost, when addressing a situation, I’ve found that it is essential to “sit in” on as 
many meetings and discussions as possible. I’d also add that being available for one-on-ones 
with leadership is another top best practice. 
 
 
In both cases, it is difficult to provide objective feedback, workarounds, and 
recommendations without understanding the full context of the major issues. Not to mention, 
the need from a cultural perspective to track and listen for what can be missed if I only get a 
briefing. 
 
Second, in addition to managing daily workflow, expectations, and addressing emerging 
situations, I also support Western teams with limited experience working with Korea. This 
can include sharing norms and protocols to help the team communicate and collaborate 
effectively with Korea—including leadership, HR, Finance, and operations teams.  
 
Furthermore, this support is especially critical when issues are perceived as sensitive or 
urgent. For many, we find that the best model is for the team to see me as “in-house,” hands-
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on, reporting to senior leadership. directly, and be available when teams have a question or 
concern, and always kept confidential and private.  
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#10 Hit the Target  
 
A week rarely goes by without a colleague or client expressing deep concern about a 
seemingly single, overarching need for their company to meet its sales targets. To most, 
despite several important business initiatives, the monthly demand to meet “Plan” remains 
their top priority. 
 
I can recall over a decade ago, when I was mentoring a new American divisional vice 
president and was pulled aside by his Korean expatriate counterpart, an Executive 
Coordinator. 
 
The Korean expat was clearly under pressure and knew I understood the company as well as 
HQ's expectations. 
 
The Korean passionately asked me to emphasize to the new American VP that they needed to 
“Hit the Target.” He repeated the phrase three times to make sure I understood... then patted 
me on the back and sent me over to the adjacent office with the VP. 
 
Frankly, as long as I have been working with Korea in global business, it has been the driving 
force.   
 
In another case, I was a speaker at LG’s Mobile national sales meeting. Capping the upbeat 
and motivating event, the Korean CEO with a large graph projected behind him shared their 
impressive unit sales growth over the past four years. He then announced the next year’s 
“stretch goal” as a hush fell over the room.  
 
The new goal was a significant increase over previous years, which had pushed teams and the 
organization to their limits.   To be fair, this model isn't exclusive to Korean business. It is 
also frequently discussed in Korea.   
 
However, South Korea’s modern economy was once based on a government-led export-
driven mode, and where the government controlled private industries as well as the country’s 
overall production and sales quotas in many sectors.   
 
Today, despite leading international and Korean economic experts arguing that the old model 
is outdated and needs to shift more towards the service sector, the export production model 
still remains a driving force. 
 
In part with so much of the Korean identity, economy, and jobs tied to export production the 
Groups are under pressure to continue to seek growth each yea, and push the teams even 
harder.   
 
So, what’s the solution? First, we need to accept that this has long been the foundation of 
Korean business and has been their proven success model.   
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It's part of their culture and a norm accepted by many. In turn, others hope and argue for 
Korea to reinvent and redefine itself, focusing less on growth numbers and more on 
becoming a leader in new technology and innovation, akin to Silicon Valley.   
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#11 Hammer Ready 
 
As a trusted friend often reminds me, “Don, no one does what you do.” I work to ensure 
success and sustainability in Korea-facing business partnerships by clearly communicating 
expectations and fostering cross-cultural understanding. 
 
It also demands a unique skill set—developed over decades of working with a constantly 
evolving Korea. 
 
I like the story that shortly after an engineer retires, a machine at his former factory stops 
working. They try everything they can to fix it, but it doesn't work. 
 
Finally, the boss calls the engineer and asks him to come in and fix it. 
The engineer agrees to do so as a paid consultant. He comes in, walks around the machine, 
examines a few things, takes out a hammer, and hits the machine. It whirs into life. 
 
The engineer hands his former boss a $5,000 bill. The boss says, "This is ridiculous! What 
did you even do? I need an itemized bill." 
The engineer provides a new invoice that states: 
 

• Hitting machine with a hammer: $5.00 
• Knowing where to hit the machine: $4,995 

 
My work involves catching issues early and then providing work-throughs because projects 
can easily get sidetracked. In fact, many assume that when initial talks and progress seem 
smooth, things will continue to move forward—something that is rarely the case. 
 
It’s one thing for those experienced in global business who are now working on Korean 
projects to assume that past Western experience will be enough to navigate escalating 
challenges, but many will find out that they are not well-suited for adapting and being 
flexible ,and which is a common approach and norm in Korean business. At the very least, 
resolving issues can become a lengthy learning process. Both ways, it is time-consuming and 
costly. 
 
My long-time approach when providing work-throughs is to step back and identify 
underlying concerns and nuances that are easily overlooked. Then, understanding the Korean 
processes and mindset helps find a resolution. Again, this is more art than science.   
 
 
In summary, impasses are common in all business environments, but what works in the West 
to resolve issues may require a different approach in Korea. 
 
The best approach is to stay constantly aware and sensitive to what might happen. Use less 
direct, non-confrontational methods to gain deeper insights into challenges and be open to 
alternative approaches and solutions.    
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#12 Balli Balli: More than meets the eye 
 
Many of us are familiar with the Korean term “balli balli” It means hurry-hurry. In fact, ‘balli’ 
means hurry, but the word is always used together, which emphasizes the need to move 
quickly. 
 
I first remember hearing the word in a 1970s martial arts class; my Korean instructor told us to 
move faster during kicking drills. 
 
Although we often hear that it was once a common expression and expectation — and that 
today many in Korea associate it with the past, and for many Korean firms, balli balli remains 
a de facto core value, and from immediately responding to requests for data to launching 
significant projects. 
 
More to the point, it means things need to get done today and now, not tomorrow. 
For Westerners, moving fast can often be a concern, conflicting with the Western business 
model of careful, meticulous study and planning before implementation. More so, if it is 
without careful consideration, there may be severe consequences down the road. (My Law 
professors constantly reminded us of “future consequences” in lessons.) 
 
This said, in contrast, one complaint/concern often voiced with frustration by my Korean 
clients is how slow Westerners move on projects. 
 
In turn, my Western clients shake their heads and argue that Koreans want to jump into a 
project or situation with little preparation….. and balli balli seems to perpetuate a culture of 
waiting until the last minute. 
 
But wait balli balli is more than Meets the Eye… 
 
Having studied the Korean model for years, I realize that moving faster can be more than it 
appears. In fact, it’s a highly entrepreneurial trait. When someone reduces the time needed to 
finish a project, they shift their focus to identifying the most critical tasks and then quickly 
moving to execute them. 
 
In particular, the longer the deadline, the more time is spent on analysis and discussions, with 
less focus on the actual task. 
 
The phenomenon is a result of Parkinson’s Law (i.e., “work expands to fill the time available 
for its completion"), showing that end productivity and quality can be equal or better with a 
shorter deadline due to increased focus. 
 
 
Recognizing balli balli is a trait of Korean business, requiring a balancing act…and as I note, 
it’s more than meets the eye.  
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#13 Miri Miri: A Better Approach 
 
There are foreign, non-English words that can best express an idea or situation. For example, 
Kaizen (continuous improvement) as well as common terms such as pro bono, status quo, or 
bon voyage.   
  
That said, for many Koreans and Westerners, moving quickly has become a core value 
known as “balli balli.” This affects everything from promptly responding to email requests 
for data to launching major projects.   
  
On the positive side, well-managed balli balli is a very entrepreneurial trait. 
 
When shortening the time to complete a project, the focus shifts to identifying the most 
critical tasks and quickly moving to execution. 
 
Moving fast can often however be a concern--conflicting with of careful meticulous study 
and planning before implementation.   
 

Balli balli can also perpetuate a culture of waiting to the last minute. 
 

We feel a better approach is miri miri… (Pronounced me re me re). 
 
It can be translated as preparing ahead of time and in advance.   
It is in contrast to doing things at the last minute and then having to go balli balli.  
   
    Examples of Miri Miri 
1. Providing Options  
 A common western approach is founded in considerable upfront research, discussion and 
review in which a sole, singular course of action can be recommended.  
 
A miri miri approach is within this discussion process and short of final recommendation is to 
prepare three options. This approach allows the team to consider the pro & con options, a 
requisite for decision-making.  
   
2. Provide Alternatives 
 Miri miri is also to look beyond the narrow and defined scope of a request and provide 
“alternatives,” too. Most HMA teams are highly specialized, and long-time, seasoned 
employees are used to providing specific data and reports as requested.  
  
With miri miri, management and teams would also share some suggestions, and preferably 
one that was “out of the box.”  
  
3. Future trends     
Miri miri means staying ahead of trends and issues.  
 
It means to think “what if” and be prepared. Miri Miri can be seen as looking at things 
critically for any potential consequences before timely execution.  
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#14 Open Communications 
 
Recent trends present a challenge as we see more open and direct communication between 
the Korean HQ and local teams. This is becoming increasingly common for teams.  
 
By its very nature, doing business with Korea involves interactions between global teams 
working across different time zones-- Korea and North America-- their workdays start when 
ours end, and vice versa. 
 
Beyond the various cultures working together daily, which I often mention, we have seen 
progress in telecommunications and more open communication between working teams in 
the West and Korea.   
 
By the way, I remember a time when an international call between the US and Korea was not 
only expensive but also many Korean office landlines didn't even have international access.  
 
That said, it’s now common for staff in Korea to pick up their mobile phones and reach out 
through an app for a one-on-one with a Western team member. 
 
 This contrasts with the old model where all communication between HQ and local 
subsidiaries went through and was screened by the local expatriate team.   
 
The new model presents some challenges.  
 
For one, email requests often require clarification, and a message received in the AM in the 
West with hopes that, by the end of the day (morning in Korea), there will be substantial 
progress, and without some clarity-- little may have been accomplished.  
 
Moreover, even if a request is made-- local teams are often stretched thin-- and any new 
workload can be seen as overwhelming. 
 
Also common are End of Day request--again sent at the start of the day in Korea--- but 
received as the day is winding down in the West. In contrast, for an expat team, their “second 
day” often begins around 4-5 PM when the Korean HQ is back online, with work frequently 
running late into the evening. However, for Western employees, working late is most often 
not an option.  
 
I do have a number of workarounds-- most of which are the result of nearly 20 years working 
directly with teams and leadership in Korea. Here, I share two among my many proven hints. 
 
Hint 1 
In the case of a last-minute request or one that might need more clarity and/or significant 
research… 
 
As I learned from a senior Korean executive, Korea often requests local input in many cases 
so teams and leadership can finalize an important decision. They are aware of time 
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constraints and that a comprehensive response could take days. Noting that they are looking 
for some input, even input limited in scope, that may help sway their decision, pro or con.      
 
Hint 2 
If you receive a request and want to avoid seeming uncooperative--but can't respond as asked 
because of commitments and workload… 
 
Based on my experience with urgent HQ requests as noted in Hint 1, I recommend informing 
the Korean team that you are willing to help but will need more time due to current deadlines, 
end of day, etc.  
 
As a caveat, I always ask for their timeline and then share some options on when you might 
be able to assist. I have found that what is assumed to be an urgent request often does have 
flexibility.  
 
In conclusion, I believe that the move toward more open and direct communication between 
HQ and the local team is very positive. It presents challenges as we learn to adapt, build 
relationships, and manage the constraints of time differences, work-life balance, and work 
hours.   
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#15 Building Bridges: Closing Gaps 
 
It can be tough to find a workable solution to a pressing problem, especially when under 
stress and dealing with daily life demands, not to mention considering the culture. 
 
For me, sound advice involves breaking down the issue to its core and then sharing a plan to 
effectively build bridges and close gaps-- something that is more art than science. 
 
In this process, critical thinking is crucial because it involves more than just decision-making. 
It requires analyzing multiple data points and making careful and practical interpretations or 
choices. 
 

Now, how do these relate to Korea’s workforce… 
 
I find a constructive thinking process essential when a solid solution is needed for a 
challenging business problem. 
 
In most cases, clear thinking is also necessary when I observe a situation unfolding with 
long-term consequences. However, the client is often overwhelmed by immediate concerns 
and daily workloads and needs to be encouraged to take action.. 
  
 
Again, in this situation and after years of Korea facing work, I have seen the consequences of 
inaction, and most downsides are avoidable. 
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#16 Assumptions 
 
For those new to Korean business, it's no surprise that many of us make quick assumptions. I 
often need to remind myself of the lessons I've learned, too.  
 
Over time, those involved in projects discover that there are complexities often rooted deep 
within the culture—requiring both recent and past context. This is a normal learning process.  
 
For example, I have also found it very valuable over the years to work with several Korean 
groups and their affiliate companies. (An affiliate is one of many family-controlled 
subsidiaries that chaebol typically operate across diverse industries, such as in-house IT, 
marketing, construction, design, sales, and logistics.) 
 
What stands out is how the culture varies between Korean groups, and even within a group 
and its affiliates. Perhaps moving among groups and affiliates sometimes in a single day, I 
see and experience the subtle differences more than most. This can range from tangible things 
like building design, workspace layout, dress code, and amenities to intangibles such as what 
one can sense in day-to-day employee engagement, morale, and openness to new ideas.  
 
In other words, the functioning of one Korean company or agency can differ considerably 
from another.  
 
In particular, there are even cultural differences, such as: 1) in Korea, between the domestic 
headquarters and their local affiliates; 2) in Korea, between the domestic teams and their in-
house overseas divisions; and 3) between the headquarters operations in Korea and the 
company’s overseas affiliates.  
 
Digging deeper, I believe it's important to recognize what is common among the companies’ 
counts. This can include shared core values and norms within the Group, or even more 
general Korean business practices and expectations.   
 
This all means that when a Korea-related issue arises, we need to look at it through multiple 
perspectives. Honestly, that's how I analyze situations, provide context, and develop a solid 
understanding when supporting clients as a mentor and their Korea business strategist.   
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#17 Similar Brings Us Together 
 
I often say, “Similar brings us together.” 
 
In the global business environment, it is typical for colleagues from different cultures to work 
together frequently. 
 
How we see each other culturally is often through differences, like language, and similarities, 
such as shared values like family. I prefer to focus on the latter, because differences can 
divide us, while similarities bring us together. 
 
If Western teams collaborate with Korean operations, it is vital to have a thorough 
understanding of the Korean workplace. This includes being familiar with the 2023 norms, 
practices, and daily nuances, as they may change. It’s easy to be misled by hearsay or lack 
understanding, so staying informed is crucial. 
 
The same applies to Korean global teams assigned to support overseas operations. They, too, 
must become knowledgeable at understanding local overseas business. 
 
As previously noted, recognizing similarities can greatly improve cross-cultural connections. 
This involves understanding the nuances of communication and everyday life. To do this, it's 
essential to identify local business customs, values, expectations, traditions, and cultural 
aspects. 
 
These insights help us better understand our teams’ thoughts and expectations. 
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#18 Differences Pull Us Apart 
 
Colleagues from different cultures must work together daily, which can lead to 
miscommunication and misunderstandings. How we perceive other teams culturally is often 
influenced by our differences and similarities.  
 
I’ve found that understanding our differences is valuable, but focusing solely on those 
differences pulls us apart rather than brings us together.  
  
Most traditional cross-cultural books and programs focus on differences, so be cautious. For 
example, reading comparative studies from the 1970s that examined cultural indicators, such 
as “individualism versus collectivism” and “power distance,” among others; these values 
have changed significantly with millennials now joining the workforce. 
 
Particularly for Western teams involved in Korean operations, I believe it is essential to 
understand the workplace in Korea today, and especially the current norms, practices, gender 
roles, and daily life post-2020s.  
 
 
These insights will help us better understand our Korean teams and their expectations. With 
this knowledge, we can dispel any stereotypes and prejudices and ethnocentrism. 
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#19 Working Within The Culture: A FAQ 
 

1. Why do Westerners need Korean cultural training? 

For Westerners, this might be their first time working with a Korean team. This presents an 
opportunity to better understand their new partner’s culture, workplace norms, and 
expectations.  
 
In most cases, the Western team will work with a Korean expatriate team. Some expatriates 
will hold line management roles with daily responsibilities alongside Western managers, 
while others will occupy key executive positions such as CEO, COO, or CFO. In many cases, 
if not most, these expats may function as a “shadow management” with significant oversight 
of local operations.  
 
With the best of intentions, expats will aim to foster strong collaboration and teamwork while 
reducing a sense of 'us versus them.' However, they also bring Korean work norms that can 
clash with Western work-life balance and Western work practices. Additionally, Korean 
teams may make seemingly one-sided decisions with the company's best interests in mind, 
but without consulting local teams, which can cause mistrust.   
 
A comprehensive training program combined with ongoing support can address differences, 
such as sharing work styles, hierarchy, and comfort levels, while also providing 
workarounds.  
 
 
What are some common problems that come up, especially without training?   
 
Like all individuals, no two of us are exactly alike — and the same applies to Westerners and 
Koreans... Everyone has their own unique strengths, skills, experiences, and personalities.  
 
That said, expecting local teams to simply "get it" without support and training rarely works. 
Even if a better understanding of the work culture eventually develops over time, this “learn 
as you go” approach we see as costly, contributes to stress, poor productivity, and even 
employee turnover.  
 
 
Can you provide an example where misunderstandings led to mistrust, wasted time, 
resources, and profits?   
 
A challenge I was recently asked to address was the intervention by expatriate partners in 
decisions that are best handled by local Western teams.  
 
Examining the issue, I learned that, based on extensive experience in the market and industry, 
local Western management often viewed these decisions as short-sighted, reactive, and not 
aligned with their carefully developed strategy.  
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Of even greater concern were decisions that were one-sided and not based on collaboration. 
In any case, local management felt their input and expertise were being marginalized. As 
pressure to meet “Sales Targets” had increased, and we also saw more intervention from the 
expatriate teams.  In this case, I collaborated with the western teams to offer some proven 
workarounds—specifically, calming the Korean teams’ push for immediate results. 
 
 

Specifically, I shared 10 steps: 
Primarily, to reduce the tendency to rush into implementing a plan with the hope of 
immediate results, focus on easing the anxiety for both the local Korean team and the 
headquarters team. Demonstrate confidence that the challenges can be overcome. 
 
Recognize your team’s strong engagement and assure the Korean teams that actions will be 
taken promptly. 
 
As a next step after receiving a directive from Korea, have an informal discussion with local 
Korean teams to brief them on action steps that will help the team identify what needs further 
exploration.] 
 
Follow up with an email to confirm the verbal discussion. 
 
Allow a day or two for the Korean team to review. Often, Asian teams are less familiar with 
local practices and the terminology used for Western technical nuances. 
 
The local teams might also want to update Korea on progress. HQ leadership is ultimately 
responsible, so the more they are informed, the more trust they will have in both Korean and 
Western local teams that the project is progressing. 
 
Due to time differences, keep in mind that you may not get immediate feedback. 
 
Regular informal daily updates to the Korean teams and sharing the steps taken with local 
Koreans can also be effective. 
 
Reporting positive accomplishments during your review process is even more beneficial. 
 
It’s especially important to discuss possible trade-offs and risks related to action steps that 
lead to solutions, reassuring the team that these steps won’t hinder the project and may 
actually prevent costly setbacks. 
 
Lastly, maintaining trust through strong relationships between the Korean and Western local 
organizations is crucial.  
 
 

2. What have Koreans told you about Americans? Work habits, commitment, etc. 

If you ask Korean expats how they perceive Americans and Westerners in general, responses 
tend to be very positive and respectful, especially regarding Western work ethics and habits. 
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Koreans see great value in American and Western teams providing new insights, 
perspectives, and best practices.   
 
 

3. What might be covered in such training? 

I see the training as twofold: 1) helping teams understand the Korean partner’s history, 
heritage, trends, and popular culture, and 2) examining the Korean workplace, its norms, 
practices, and expectations.   
 
Above all, I believe a best practice is to share similarities and common values whenever 
possible, while also fostering awareness and respect for cultural differences.  
 
  
Addressing the team’s questions and concerns is also crucial regarding issues like work-life 
balance, safety, quality processes and procedures, and the overall expectations of Korean 
partners.  
 

4. Anything else?  

In conclusion, implementing cross-cultural training programs for local employees and 
management is a top priority.  
 
The idea that local and expatriate teams can overcome cultural differences through practical 
on–the–job experience might only succeed with a few highly intuitive individuals who have 
an exceptional ability to assimilate cultures.  
 
What stands out in numerous studies, however, is the need for ongoing multicultural training 
that can effectively influence people, especially those who must quickly adapt to new or 
changing business cultures and values, while promoting sensitivity and teamwork among all 
members of the company. 
 
Finally, I would add that I have found a tiered service model - training, mentoring, and 
ongoing strategic support, and to be the most effective approach for an organization. 
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#20 Connected, Fluid, and Conditional 
 
Relationships impact daily business interactions such as decisions, timelines, and processes. 
 
 
To provide some background, author Richard Nisbett explains the concept clearly in The 
Geography of Thought: 
 
To Westerners, it makes sense to describe a person as having qualities that are separate from 
circumstances or specific personal relationships. 
 
This self — this bounded, impermeable free agent—can move from group to group and 
setting to setting without major change. 
 
But for the Easterner (and for many other peoples to some degree), any interaction with 
another person is connected, fluid, and conditional… 
 
The person participates in a network of relationships that enable action, and purely 
independent behavior is usually neither possible nor desirable. 
 
Since all actions involve others or at least impact them, maintaining harmony in relationships 
becomes a primary goal of social life. 
 
For example, in Korea, decisions must consider both internal and external relationships and 
their impact on the organization. 
 
To share from a global project I was involved in, a meeting ended after a high-level 
presentation to division heads, with the Korean leadership pleased but postponing next steps 
until they “internally discussed.” 
 
To the dismay of highly engaged Korean project team leads, I was working during the days 
after key portions of the project were assigned to several different departments. 
 
Privately, the project’s lead team was not happy but accepted the mandate. There was no 
alternative since the parceling came from leadership. The lead team did not want to create a 
problem even though they knew the other teams with only domestic Korea experience were 
poorly prepared for the high-profile global assignment. 
 
Following the cultural norm, the lead team accepted the situation and prioritized maintaining 
organizational harmony above all, and  even though their project and careers might suffer 
 
 
Again, the takeaway is that in Korea, facing work, many factors come into play, and one 
needs to take a cultural approach to recognize that what may be a Western norm and 
expectation can differ in other global markets. 
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#21 A Willingness for Change 
 
When a Western company enters an overseas market, gaps in understanding often appear. 
Usually, the Western brand and its team introduce new ideas and approaches to the market. 
This is nothing new. In fact, many of today’s success stories come from thinking outside the 
box. 
 
For example, when Starbucks entered Korea, they encouraged customers to sit and enjoy 
their drink, as well as converse with a friend, read a book, surf the web, or catch up on 
homework. Prior, the Korean model was focused on quick turnover of customers in and out 
the door. This “stay” took some time to convince both the local Korean business partner and 
the customer. Today, it is the norm and only limited by seating availability. 
 
Even when a company changes ownership, merges, or enters the U.S. market, it introduces 
new or different procedures. As a result, Korean teams often push back, and most commonly 
starting with the phrase “In Korea, we … “.   
 
To some degree, local norms, regulations, and laws may determine how the Western brand 
needs to adapt and localize.   
 
That said, more often, rigid thinking and risk avoidance overshadow openness to change. 
Furthermore, without fully understanding the nuances of the Western brand or service’s 
business model, the chances of success are reduced, and the business may not succeed or only 
achieve limited success. 
 
 
Now the tricky part… All said, knowing when to adapt to local tastes, preferences, and trends 
versus when to stick to the Western model requires cultural finesse, an open mind, and 
critical thinking.   
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#22 A Willingness to Change, Part 2 
 
Transforming? I consider the perspective of Korean companies and their readiness to adapt 
and adopt new ideas in their overseas operations outside Korea. 
   
How adaptable are Korean teams and management when operating in a country outside 
Korea? 
 
The simple answer is that it varies by region, country, and even within a company that has 
several local subsidiaries in a county.   
 
The level of openness to change varies among individuals, and it also depends on whether the 
local operation’s culture encourages adaptation or if there is pressure to maintain the status 
quo.   
 
So, what is Transforming? 
 
Frankly, over the past decades, little has changed in the overseas model. Korea has dictated to 
local operations, decision-making, and the approval process.   
 
We sometimes found rigid thinking overshadowing openness to change. 
 
 
Radical Change 
Surprisingly, in what was once a sea of rigid conformity, Korea and large groups like 
Hyundai Motor Group and SK Corp. are experiencing radical change. In fact, I have 
witnessed this transformation firsthand.  
 
We are also observing a willingness to change in Korean overseas operations. This newer 
generation and more progressive management assigned to overseas positions bring their new 
values, attitudes, and perspectives to the workplace.   
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#23 Generational Influences 
 
Today, we are observing a growing generational gap in the Korean workplace. Many 
companies are adjusting to this shift as the workforce becomes increasingly composed of 
younger generations.  
 
Much of the change is driven by the Old Guard versus the New Guard. The Old Guard, 
consisting of people from the 60s and 70s, upholds values and norms that were once common 
in American business practices in Korea. With the rise of the New Guard, the older 
generation is increasingly marginalized along with their influence.  
 
This marginalization has increased with the latest round of Chaebol family succession, which 
is now underway. As was the case when the Chaebol founders passed control to the second 
generation, mostly in the mid-1990s, everything is now moving into the third generation.  
 
These heirs, in their 40s, are leading companies like Samsung, Hyundai Motor Group, 
Hanwha, and LG), among others.  
  
In fact, as a prelude to the recent changes, we’ve seen older senior management exit, most 
stepping down and retiring.  
 
In turn, the key management and trusted advisors surrounding these Chaebol heirs are now 
from the same generation as well. Few members of this new generation of leaders look to the 
past, instead embracing more progressive norms and focusing on the future. 
 
Sandwiched 
Between these groups, we find a layer of managers and executives referred to as 
“sandwiched” -- a term used to describe a generation now in their late 40s and into their late 
50s. 
 
This age group has social, workplace, and political views shaped by Western education and 
international work experience, which differ from those of the older generation in their 60s 
and beyond 70s 
 
But in many ways, their values, which emphasize the importance of collective organizations 
like work, nation, and society, are still similar to those of the Old Guard generation. 
 
As a result, the “sandwiched” group’s mentality often conflicts with the younger generation, 
whose top priority is individual freedom. 
 
As one “sandwiched” executive shared, “When I was a rookie, I didn’t have any choice but to 
be quiet when I had an issue or disagreed with my superiors. But nowadays, the younger 
generation boldly expresses their opinions in the workplace.” 
 
A Changing Workplace 
The introduction of the “team system” and Western norms by many Korean companies to 
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address hierarchy issues and boost efficiency has made it harder for the Old Guard to give 
direct orders to younger workers.  
 
As noted by a veteran manager, “Many young workers don’t recognize the authority of their 
seniors. They often say ‘we are all members of a team. No more, no less’. 
 
In turn, this younger generation now expects management to follow this norm of open 
discussion and expression—something that the Old Guard also considers unacceptable and 
improper. 
 
Other Concerns 
Adding to the challenge, the younger generation sees many faults in both “sandwiched” 
managers and the Old Guard. 
 
For example, the younger group argues that both older generations often wrongly blame 
others for problems. “They don’t realize the real issue. They are really stubborn and 
pigheaded. They are not willing to listen to younger workers even when the facts may 
contradict their decisions.” 
 
“They keep saying that we have to do this and that, but they never set a good example for us. 
Naturally, we don’t respect them at all,” said a young Seoul professional. 
 
An Internal Challenge 
Like today's organizations in America, Korean organizations face the internal challenge of 
fostering harmony and cohesiveness among multi-generational employees. 
 
Individuals from each generation (e.g., traditionalists, baby boomers, Generation X, Y and Z) 
bring different values, beliefs, attitudes, and expectations based on their life experiences.] 
 
These multi-generational labels might not be used exactly the same way in Korea, but the 
issues faced by Korean organizations due to generational gaps are the same. 
 
Individuals in each generation group grew up during the same time period, witnessing and 
participating in common historical events as well as political and economic changes. 
 
Therefore, these individuals with similar frames of reference find it easier to build bonds and 
work together in harmony than to work with people from other generational groups. 
 
The unique traits of each generation significantly shape how employees perceive various 
aspects of organizational behavior, including motivation, satisfaction, creativity, innovation, 
loyalty, commitment, and teamwork. 
 
This highlights the importance of understanding each generation's unique traits to achieve 
successful results. 
 
When working with Korean teams and leadership, consider their generation as a perspective 
to better understand their life views and mindsets—the New Guard leading the way.  
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#24 Korean Decision Making 
 
Many Korean companies tend to be very centralized, with only top-level management having 
decision-making authority. In these situations, the work team's role is to execute tasks or 
collect necessary information.  
 
In other cases where overseas leadership and teams aim to introduce a new service or 
program, the role of local Korean management is to gather information and then share it with 
the appropriate senior team members, who are often based in Korea. The local opinion is 
appreciated, but the review may be conducted in Korea.  
 
My suggestion... When holding a meeting where a decision has to be made, please recognize 
that your local Korean team(s) will have a significant say in the outcome. This may include 
both the operations and finance teams. 
 
First, since the topic and subject matter might be new to your Korean team, I suggest sharing 
any necessary background documents (preferably in PPT format) before the meeting. 
 
Additionally, I recommend holding an informal pre-meeting Q&A with the Korean team 
leader to brief and update them on any specific details. Note: they may need a day to review 
proposals and agreements, so timing is crucial. 
 
Even in the best cases, expect that the Korean team might want to delay any decision until 
they can thoroughly review and possibly consult with Korea. 
 
I recommend that all documents and meeting PPTs be promptly forwarded to the Korean 
team. I will emphasize a sense of urgency by setting a timeline for execution and 
implementation. Regardless, anticipate some delays and exercise patience. 
 
Over the years, I've learned that Korean teams value when their international colleagues 
understand that the internal approval process takes time and provide supportive data or 
documents. 
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#25 The “Final” Approval 
 
Within hierarchical business structures, approvals usually require multiple people to "sign 
off" on a project or program before it can begin. For those accustomed to leaner 
organizations, the process can seem time-consuming and cause frustration and delays. 
 

First, once they get the go-ahead agreement to proceed with a project is reached within the 
local team's consensus, the Korean team also often follows its own internal procedures, 
which usually include approvals from both Operations and Finance.  

 
Depending on the size of the local organization and whether the project requires review by 
Korea HQ, I've experienced a process that involves multiple "approvals" leading to a "final" 
approval.  
 
For example, once the Korean team agrees to a project, it may mean their approval is given, 
but the project still needs to go to senior management for their approval. After senior 
management approves, it may then go to a COO or CEO for "final" review. 
 
I've found Korean teams somewhat vague in explaining the approval numbers, partly because 
the approval process can vary with each project. In other words, the Korean teams know there 
are several approvals needed, but depending on the project's nature and costs, higher levels of 
approval might be necessary. 
 
I remember the Korean team leader on a project humorously reporting approvals several 
times throughout the week, and then, upon receiving a final approval at the end, remarking 
that it truly was the “final” approval.  
 
In some cases, I've seen companies with multiple CEOs have junior CEOs sign off, but the 
project still waits several more days for a senior CEO to approve. 
 
Ideally, these senior approvals go smoothly when senior leadership trusts the judgment and 
needs of the local team's organization. However, in other cases, senior leadership might ask 
for more details about the project. Even more concerning, I’ve seen senior leadership request 
modifications that significantly alter previously negotiated terms and conditions of the 
agreement.  
 
One example of CEO intervention that is not uncommon comes to mind. Several years ago, I 
was organizing and facilitating a 10-day Global Manager Leadership workshop in Korea for 
one of Hyundai Motor Group's top divisions. Participants from the U.S., Europe, the Middle 
East, India, and Asia-Pacific were attending. Plans were set, dates confirmed, and approvals 
obtained all the way up to, but not including, the CEO, an approval considered just a 
formality.  
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To the surprise of some, the CEO asked the Korean team several pointed questions. 
Uncomfortable with the responses and sensing the team was somewhat inexperienced at 
organizing a global event, he requested the workshop be postponed, with the team regrouping 
and returning in a few days with data and metrics focused on outcomes from past events and 
their long-term impact on employee loyalty.  
 
 
A Takeaway 
Be aware that projects might be ‘approved,’ and you will be expected to move forward, but 
there still may be a ‘Final Approval’ step before genuine engagement. In the best cases, I 
have seen a quick sign-off by a CEO. In the worst cases, they might want things restructured 
or delays postponed. 
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About Us 
Bridging Culture Worldwide (BCW) is a full-service agency. We’re an experienced Korean 
cross-cultural business consultancy with a demonstrated history working in international 
trade, FDI, and a range of business development projects. We partner with C-suite leaders 
and major Korean business groups to strengthen their global outreach. We specialize in 
executive consulting, cross-cultural strategy, and leadership training, helping organizations 
navigate complex cultural landscapes and expand their international footprint. With decades 
of expertise focused on Korea, we empower leadership teams to align global strategies, foster 
stronger partnerships, and achieve sustainable success in competitive markets. 
 

Don Southerton has a long history offering Korean business strategy and consulting services 
to firms across the globe. This includes long-term support for many major Korean groups and 
international brands as well as governments agencies. He is seen as the “go-to” expert on all 
Korean business matters. Southerton has a B.A. and M.A. from the University of Colorado 
with post-grad studies at UC San Diego, USC, and UCLA. Southerton in engaged in ongoing 
study in Transactional Law beginning with the University of Southern California (USC) 
Gould School of Law with an emphasis on Trade, Technology, IP, IR, and Government 
Affairs. A former United States Military Academy coach, Don is a lifetime martial artist/ 
master instructor and resides in Golden, Colorado 
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Don is truly a trusted mentor to many in our 
industry 

 

You’re training and follow-up insights have saved my career (and a few others) as we could 
not have survived the culture clash. 

Don was our secret weapon. 

The expertise and wisdom that Don brings to the discussion is insightful and practical. 
Cross-cultural business differences can be very challenging to overcome, and it takes both a 
knowledge of business practices and how complex cultural uniqueness interweaves into those 
practices to be successful. 

No one knows more about how the global business community needs to understand Korea 
than Don. 

Don is the guru; the guy CEOs want to have their voice heard with…And … you really are a 
Hyundai Whisperer 

Resources  
I’m excited to share our YouTube channel, featuring nearly 200 videos designed to support 
your professional growth: https://www.youtube.com/c/DonSoutherton   Scan QR code 

Our programs are tailored to your unique needs and work experiences, providing a 
personalized and engaging learning journey. Many are created for leaders working with 
Korean organizations or those new to such environments. We have more than a thousand 
Blog Posts on Korean Business for our members at Blogger and/or Medium and is  a 
frequent and influencer/contributor to Branding in Asia. 
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A Few of Our Engagements 
Automotive 
Hyundai Motor America 

Hyundai Motor Company 

Hyundai Capital America 

Hyundai Capital Canada 

Genesis Motors America 

Hyundai Translead 

Hyundai GLOVIS 

Hyundai Motor Manufacturing Montgomery 

Hyundai America Technical Center  

Hyundai- Kia Design Center America 

Kia Motors America (Now, Kia America) 

Kia Motors DC—Government Affairs 

Kia Motors Manufacturing Georgia 

MOBIS Parts America 

MOBIS Korea and Global 

MOBIS UK  

Hyundai New Zealand 

AMCI  
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Marketing and Media 
Innocean 

Initiative Media (IPG) 

WPP 

Omnicom 

Publicis 

Mobility, Autonomous 
Hancom/ CES-2021-22 

Luminar 

Supernal 

Energy, Critical Minerals, and, LTO Batteries 
Grinergy North America / DOD- Army-Navy Warfighter / CES-2022-23/ Innovation Award 
Winner-2022 

NREL 

Critical Mineral Ventures/ Black Mass Recovery 

U.S. Samoa  

Golf  
Golfsmith 

Golfzon 

Entertainment 
Mohegan Sun/ Inspire Korea 

Six Flags 

Filmmaster (Seoul Winter Olympics 2018) 
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F&B 
Taco Bell Korea 

Smashburger 

Habit Burger 

Mad for Garlic 

SPC Group 

KOTRA and Government 
KOTRA NYC 

KOTRA LA 

KOTRA Long Beach 

Smart City 
City of Incheon/ Incheon Free Economic Zone (IFEZ) CES-2025/26 

Songdo IBD (Now Songdo International City 2004-2025) 

LG Group 
Mobile Division 

LG North America Legal 

SK Group 
Solidigm 

Bristol Myers Squibb – SK Biotech M&A 

Manufacturing 
Lucas Milhaupt 

Hyundai MOBIS 
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Hyundai Motor Manufacturing Alabama 

KIA  Georgia 

Legal 
Alston & Bird LLP 

BOIES, SCHILLER & FLEXNER LLP 

Susman Godfrey LLP 

Crowell & Moring LLP 

ROBINS, KAPLAN, MILLER & CIRESI L.L.P. 

Perkins Coie LLP 

Wood, Smith, Henning & Berman LLP 
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Don Southerton 

Global Korea Business Strategist, Author, and 
Consultant 

 
 

Don Southerton is a globally recognized strategist and consultant specializing in 
Korean business, workplace culture, and cross-cultural leadership. With over 
two decades of hands-on experience advising Fortune 500 companies, 
entrepreneurs, and government organizations, Don bridges the gap between 
Korea and the world. His latest book, Korean Business: Challenges and 
Solutions – 25 Workplace Hints for 2025, offers practical insights for navigating 
today’s Korea-facing markets. Frequently featured in The New York Times, 
Nikkei Asia, The Wall Street Journal, and UK’s Daily Mail, Don is a trusted 
voice for executives navigating global strategy and culture. 

 



www.bridgingculture.com 
 | ✉ dsoutherton@bridgingculture.com 
       310-866-3777 DM, Text, or Phone 

 

 
Don Southerton is an internationally recognized advisor, author, and strategist with deep 
expertise in Korean global business and workplace culture. For over twenty years, he has 
supported leading companies—including Hyundai, Kia, Samsung, and numerous global 
partners—by offering practical insights into the nuances of Korea-facing business. 

As the founder of Bridging Culture Worldwide, Don has guided Fortune 500 corporations, 
government agencies, and start-ups alike in developing strategies for leadership alignment, 
market entry, supply chain collaboration, and cross-cultural team success. His work 
emphasizes both the challenges and opportunities in engaging with Korean companies and 
their global operations. 

Don is the author of numerous books on Korean business and culture, with his latest 
release—Korean Business: Challenges and Solutions – 25 Workplace Hints for 2025—
providing practical, actionable guidance for executives and teams. 

His thought leadership has been featured in top global media outlets, including The New York 
Times, Nikkei Asia, Daily Mail, Wall Street Journal, and others. Don is also a sought-after 
keynote speaker and corporate trainer, delivering programs on Korea business strategy, 
workplace culture, and leadership for global executives. With a unique ability to “decode” 
Korean workplace practices. 

Don helps organizations overcome challenges, strengthen collaboration, and build long-
term success in an interconnected world. 
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Recent Media Coverage 
• The New York Times – Quoted on Korean business and global workplace challenges 
• Nikkei Asia – Interview on U.S.–Korea trade and visa policies (Sept 2025) 
• Daily Mail – Featured commentary on Korean business trends 
• Wall Street Journal – Past coverage and expert insights 

 

 

Speaking & Consulting Highlights 
Don Southerton offers: 

• Executive Briefings: Korean workplace insights, leadership alignment, and market 
strategies. 

• Corporate Training & Workshops: Cross-cultural communication, global 
collaboration, and Korea-specific challenges. 

• Keynotes & Panels: Future of Korea business, global supply chains, and 
organizational culture. 
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Scan and Subscribe to our YouTube  
Channel 

 

Scan and Subscribe to our Newsletter 
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Our “other books” that dwell deeper on 
issues and provide support…. 
Korea 101: The Book Shares an In-depth Look at Korean 
Business  
 
Don Southerton reflects on 20 years of insights and experiences from a Cultural Perspective 
 
Korean global business advisor and strategist Don Southerton has released his latest 
publication, Korea 101: The Book—20 Years of Insights and Anecdotes. 
 
Southerton notes, “For over 20 years, I have presented Korea 101 programs to more than 
10,000 participants across the globe. For the first time, Korea 101: The Book shares insights 
and experiences with my  ‘boots on the ground’ in the classroom, boardroom, and, more 
recently, remotely.” 
 
Southerton adds, “Topics include an in depth look at Korea with milestones, interviews, case 
studies, articles, and writing—all based on my research, consultancy experiences, and 
observations. This practice continues today. 
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Hyundai Way Hyundai Speed 
 
In the wake of the recent accomplishments of the Hyundai Motor Group and respectively the 
Hyundai Motor and Kia Motors brands a question is often raised, “What makes Hyundai so 
successful?” 
 
As the author, I tackle this question from a cultural perspective, leaving aspects of such as 
sustainable production networks, ever-changing consumer appeal, and brand image staying 
power for my colleagues in the industry. My objective for Hyundai Way: Hyundai Speed is 
simply to share insights into the Hyundai Motor Group—a unique inside view of a unique 
corporate culture. 
 
The Third Edition adds new cultural insights into Hyundai as a Smart Mobility provider and 
the transition from a fast follower to a global game changer. 
 
In addition to the growing number of Hyundai and Kia Motors enthusiasts wishing to learn 
more about the carmaker, i see several target audiences for the book. 
 
First for the global teams working for the Hyundai Motor Group and its affiliates, Hyundai 
Way: Hyundai Speed will build upon their current experiences, while providing new 
understandings. 
 
A second audience is firms and vendors providing services or products to the Hyundai Motor 
Group. This book will be beneficial in strengthening and maintaining the relationship. 
 
A third readership is companies with significant Korea-based businesses. Although the book 
offers specific insights into Hyundai Motor, the broader content can apply to many Korean 
firms in sectors outside of automotive. 
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Korea 2020: A workplace in transition: 
COVID-19 and other recent trends  
 
Korea 2020 shares current South Korean corporate trends and the impact of Change. 
Korean global business advisor and strategist Don Southerton has released his latest 
publication, titled Korea 2020: A Workplace in Transition. 
 
Southerton notes, “We see a radical change underway within the leading companies in Korea. 
In fact, in the Korean workplace once known for conformity and protocols is undergoing 
substantial change.” 
 
Exploring this change is at the core of this new book. Southerton adds, “Topics include 
restructuring of age-old corporate norms such as more casual dress, a simplification of 
workplace titles leading to flatter organizations, and the pushback against workplace bullying 
and gender discrimination. It also drills deeper and provides readers with workarounds, work 
throughs, and insights.” 
 
This new publication embraces new participatory communications practices and encourages 
the participation of its readers to share their thoughts and inputs. 
 
Author Southerton notes, “as a digital publication, I am able to revise and update as needed. 
Amid the ongoing and frequent corporate change in South Korea, the book is an ongoing 
project and will be updated to stay current. Reader input also matters. I look for reader 
experiences and create a collaboration to elaborate on and build upon this book’s contents.” 
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Korea Facing: Secrets for Success in Korean 
Global Business 
 
The book differs from most on Korean business. Frankly, its audience is not those working or looking to 
be employed in South Korea, although they will benefit from its content. The focus is instead for the ever-
growing number of people employed by Korean-based companies outside South Korea. 
 
 
 This book will provide you with a strategy and skills to succeed. Likewise, if your firm provides services 
or products to a South Korean overseas subsidiary or operations this book will be beneficial and offer 
tactics to strengthen and maintain the relationship. 
 
 
 Finally, if your company has significant business in Korea, but leadership and headquarters is located in 
the West, we offer key management with suggestion on how best to deal with pressing issues and 
challenges that surface. 
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Korea Perspective 
 
This book's intended audience and focus is the ever-growing number of Westerners employed by Korean-
based companies outside South Korea. 
 
This book provides greater awareness into the Korean workplace and mindset. We also share a strategy 
and the skills to succeed. Likewise, if your firm provides services or products to a South Korean overseas 
subsidiary or operation, this book will be beneficial and offers tactics to strengthen and maintain the 
relationship. 
 
 Finally, if your company has significant business in Korea, but leadership and headquarters are located in 
the West, we offer suggestions to key management on how best to deal with pressing issues and challenges 
that surface.   
 
All in all, the book offers a roadmap to avoid the pitfalls, navigate around the roadblocks, and thrive 
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Chemulpo to Songdo IBD: Korea’s 
International Gateway 
 
Chemulpo to Songdo IBD: Korea’s International Gateway showcases 125 years of 
commerce, trade, and interaction in the nation’s first foreign trade hub, Incheon. In the 
pictorial and bilingual work author Don Southerton weaves key historic events with 
photographs and first-hand accounts, past and present. 
 
FYI Please note the book is bilingual and so mixed script. Please check out the free preview 
and if an issue, I do offer in Google Books in PDF. 
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Colorado's Henry Collbran and the Roots of 
Early Korean Entrepreneurialism 
Colorado’s Henry Collbran and the Roots of Early Korean Entrepreneurialism explores the 
business efforts of British-born Henry Collbran who brought modern technology and 
innovation to the Korean peninsula. Stepping back in time Southerton’s latest work tells the 
fascinating story of Henry Collbran who left Colorado in 1896 and traveled to Korea with 
hopes of a lucrative gold mining opportunity. Seeing little potential in mining,  

Collbran successfully constructed the nation’s first railway from Incheon to Seoul. Collbran 
then secured the franchise from the Korean monarch Kojong to build a modern electric 
streetcar system. Over the next several years, the entrepreneur added additional business 
ventures, including the first telephone system, a modern waterworks, a bank, a coin mint, and 
even a movie theater.  

During his later years in Korea and with financial support of Colorado beer baron Adolph 
Coors and other investors, Collbran turned his effort to highly lucrative gold and copper 
mining operations before eventually retiring to a life of leisure in London. Author Don 
Southerton points out, “Westerners like Collbran provided Korea with capital, technology, 
and know-how. These efforts contributed to the early development and economic growth of 
the region, which in turn provided the foundation for Korea’s impressive late twentieth 
century industrial accomplishments. 
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A Yankee in the Land of the Morning Calm: 
The Northern Frontier: Book Three, 1900-
1907 
 
In the closing years of the nineteenth century, East Asia saw traditional institutions erode 
under the weight of modernization, westernization, and imperialism. Unlike Japan, which by 
the late 1860s boldly embraced western thought and technology, Korea’s orthodox Neo-
Confucian elites resisted change.  
 
Trade agreements signed in the 1880s led to some reforms and the “opening” of Korea to the 
West. Soon China, Japan, Russia, France, Germany, and Great Britain vied for economic 
opportunity. 
 
 Significantly, American missionaries and traders formed a core cadre among the foreigners 
who ventured to what the West called the Hermit Kingdom. Meanwhile, open conflict 
erupted on the peninsula between rival Japanese and Chinese forces. The outcome was 
substantial socio-economic transformation.  
 
 
By 1895, the Korean monarch King Kojong looked to align with the West to thwart ever-
growing Japanese imperialism. King Kojong pursued a strategy of granting trade concessions 
to westerners in hopes that the investors would pressure their governments to support the 
monarchy and contain Japanese imperialism.  
 
 
The most successful of these concessions were granted to several Americans. By the early 
1900s, the American-run Northern Frontier mines were among the richest in Asia. It is here, 
in what is today North Korea, that Connecticut-born Josh Gillet ventures and Book Three of 
A Yankee in the Land of the Morning Calm saga continues…. 

 
 

 

 

 

 



www.bridgingculture.com 
 | ✉ dsoutherton@bridgingculture.com 
       310-866-3777 DM, Text, or Phone 

 

Scan and Visit Our BCW Webpage 
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