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PRACTICAL GUIDE 

The 10 Commandments for International Managers in a US Environment 

 

This practical list aims at providing managers, especially those coming from different cultural work 

environments, useful tips and guidelines to avoid some common mistakes and make their 

integration a success. Since the word “commandment” seems a bit too strong and bossy, we called 

each piece of advice a RULE, but they are to be taken as recommendations. Every individual is 

different, every manager is different, and every company is different but still: there are a few 

common grounds that apply to the US workplace and it never does any harm to review them. 

The order has nothing to do with the degree of importance or of priority.  

 

RULE #1 : Know and understand the environment you’re joining 

Whether you recently graduated or are a seasoned executive, whether this is your first management 

position or one more in your career, whether you’ve already worked in the US or not, this company 

that you join is brand new to you. Your first priority is for you to take the necessary time to 

understand how it works, the internal codes, the background, the key people, the culture. If you skip 

this phase and put yourself at work immediately wearing blinkers, the risk of failure is high. See rules 

8 and 2 as well. 

 

RULE #2 : Understand the legal framework of your company 

First things first: read the Employee Handbook of your company. You may have received your own 

copy while you were discussing your job offer, but read it again, this time as a manager, hence you 

understand what the people working for you and with you are entitled to, and how the company is 

organized in terms of social framework. Then, ask for an informal introductory meeting with the HR 

representative, introduce yourself, ask questions, and also ask about how this HR teams works. 

Every team and every HR manager has its own way of approaching his/her job and it is important 

that you are on the same page. And don’t forget that the HR representative that you have in front of 

you is also an individual, with his/her own background, values and personality. Make sure you show 

interest ! 
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RULE #3 : Create a bond with your team 

Especially if you join a pre-existing team, it is absolutely important that you get to know who they 

are as individuals, where they come from, what they expect from the company and from you as their 

manager. Our advice is that you should initially stay away from the reviews or notes that your 

predecessor(s) may have left, and you should however get a chance to forge your own opinion of the 

individuals whom you’ll be working with and who will report into you. Beyond their job status, 

they’re before all individuals, with their own codes and backgrounds. But be careful not to go too far 

in the personal zone : you should avoid direct personal questions, and do the same for you. It can 

make people very uncomfortable if you tell them too much about your own personal life. So mostly 

listen to them, this will put you off to a good start. 

 

RULE # 4: Understand your team’s jobs and roles 

It’s obviously important for you to know your team members as individuals, but it’s of course also 

important that you understand what they do. It’s actually important for you to hear people explain 

what they do in their own words, since there might be some discrepancies with the job descriptions 

or with your own understanding of what they’re supposed to do. So let them talk through their job 

description in their own words, their difficulties, their expectations, what they like or don’t like, 

review their objectives and discuss them together. We usually advise that at the end of this working 

session, you put things into writing and end up with a commonly shared description of their 

objectives. 

Since you don’t know how the relationship or the performance of your team members will evolve in 

the future, putting your discussion in writing is a good way to start the relationship, to keep track of 

what has been said, and to avoid any misunderstanding. 

If the first meeting is a bit tensed or cold, take it as it is, and don’t try to push it too far. There may 

be things that happened in the past with this employee or your predecessor that explains this 

attitude and the best way to know about it is to talk to your boss and/or HR representative. And 

besides any potential past incident, people don’t know you at first and establishing a relationship 

takes time. 

 

RULE # 5: Do the same with your boss 

Same as for rules 3 and 4 (mostly 4), but the opposite way. It’s perfect to be willing to be a good 

manager for your team and a good colleague, but don’t forget to make your boss happy since at the 

end of the day he/she is the most important piece of the equation. 

So ask for a meeting as soon as possible, and ask for a follow up meeting after you got a chance to 

meet with your team and your colleagues ; by that time, you’d have gone around enough 

information to be able to share your views, ask legitimate questions and discuss what your boss 
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expects from you. End up this working meeting with a clear definition of your qualitative and 

quantitative objectives, and wrap it up with an email. 

 

RULE # 6: Participate into the formal (of course) but also informal events 

This might be more for medium-large companies, but still, it is very important that you take part to 

whatever formal and informal events, meetings, and information sessions that are happening. Don’t 

fall into the opposite and be too much of a goody-goody forcing yourself to a party you may not 

have been invited to for example ; you have to show your willingness to fit in and show your boss, 

team and colleagues that you do it as a natural thing and with pleasure.  

The wrong thing to do would be to pick only “important meetings with important people” (or what / 

who you think is important) and involuntarily send a wrong message to the rest of the team. 

 

RULE #7: Understand the legal context and never make decisions without an 

HR support 

Especially for the managers who’ve never worked in the US, there are 2 extremely important 

principles in the workplace: nondiscrimination and workplace harassment. Those are 2 very sensitive 

subjects and they are also very broad. Religion, political opinion, age, gender, skin color, origin, 

ethnicity, physical condition etc (the list is constantly growing) are NOT to be referred to in a work 

situation, especially for those in a management position. Avoid any bad joke (humor is a very 

cultural thing anyway and is difficult to translate), watch your wording, oral or in writing (especially if 

you’re not fluent in English), stay away from biased conversations. But the sooner you understand 

them and identify the lines not to cross, the better. Ask your HR representative for some insights, 

read information online and adjust your behavior, once again especially if you’re coming from a 

different cultural environment. 

Another very important aspect here (and the HR practical guide could easily contain 100+ rules in 

itself): the hire/fire process. There’s a misconception, especially among managers coming from 

different cultural environments that it is easy in the US to hire and also fire employees. It is actually 

not more or less complicated than elsewhere in the world, but it has to follow some very strict rules 

and procedures (like in any country in the world). So again, if it happens that you wish to hire or 

worse to fire someone on your team, don’t skip the HR dimension, and before you do anything 

yourself as a manager, talk to HR and follow their guidelines. You can otherwise put yourself and the 

company in a difficult and potentially very expensive situation. 
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RULE #8: You know what you know, but you also have to know what you 

don’t know. 

In other words, don’t start right away as the lecturer or the Mr/Mrs “I-know-it-all” or the arrogant 

one, especially if you’re being transferred from the Headquarter/mother company. Again, there’s a 

good reason why you’ve been hired at this position and people have to feel that you’re the right 

person at the right place, so be confident but don’t be superior. Don’t hesitate to ask your boss, a 

colleague or even a member on your team to tell you or explain you something you don’t 

understand, it’s absolutely legitimate. And it can make you save a tremendous amount of time vs 

trying to figure it out yourself ! And go back to rules 1, 3 and 4… 

 

RULE # 9: Don’t be too pushy or exaggerate 

It means that you are who you are, no matter what you have to do to fit in the company and 

understand how it works (cf rule 1). So don’t force yourself, don’t try to be the “coolest guy/girl that 

everyone loves”, the one who wants to shake things up too hard or the one who’s obsessed with 

his/her own career. The best way to approach it is to see yourself from the other side: if you saw a 

new manager coming on top or besides you, how would you expect him/her to behave with you? It’s 

legitimate to be ambitious or to want to make things work better, but give it a little bit of time. And 

give yourself time too, cf rules 8, 1, 3. 

 

RULE #10 : Train and work hard 

One specific of the US environment is that people usually work hard and are achievement-driven. So 

you’ll have to work hard too and show results. If you feel you’re not at level in such and such, get 

some training (by yourself or talk to your boss or your HR representative who will very likely advise 

interesting sources). Work hard yourself, but also work with your team, show them that you’re here 

for them and with them. Meet your deadlines, blame yourself rather than someone else if you make 

mistakes, and make decisions. The US workplace is constantly moving and is strongly resilient, 

there’s no room for hesitation and putting off decisions. Last point, but important: if you’re coming 

from a non-English speaking environment and you feel that your English is poor, sign up for a class, 

they are tons of them available. The investment is worth it. 

 

We could have covered many other aspects such as the positive thinking, the necessity for you to 

build a network inside and outside the company, the choice of a mentor, the approach of 

performance reviews and salary negotiation, etc, but we picked the top 10 rules that seemed to be 

the most important wherever you work and wherever you come from. Good luck ! 


