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What you should know before you negotiate 
 

Diversity of Indian Business Culture 

 

Like the rest of India, Indian business culture is also very diverse and heterogeneous. 

While the following points would help in negotiating a deal, it is important to be sensitive 

to, and appreciate, the diversity of Indian business culture, which varies across regions, 

sectors, and ownership patterns.  

 

A large part of Indian businesses are family-owned or 'owned' by members of different 

social communities. Among these, Parsi, Marwari, Gujarati and Chettiar communities are 

the prominent ones, and have controlling interests in some of the largest Indian business 

houses.  

 

Though many of these business houses are quite modern/western in their working and 

operations, and follow the international norms for doing business - nevertheless, it is 

useful to understand their specific community culture.  

 

In addition, there are differences between the government-owned public sector 

companies, which are more often bureaucratic and hierarchical, compared to many of 

their private sector counterparts, and the 'new economy' service sector companies [IT, 

telecom, insurance, etc.], which are in turn more egalitarian and flexible than the 

traditional manufacturing-sector firms.  

 

There are also regional differences in business etiquette. For instance, broadly speaking, 

the southern Indian companies are more conservative when compared to the north, or 

the western part of the country. These sectors, in turn, tend to be more individualistic 

and assertive than the eastern portion of India.  

 

Language 

 

Presenting and exchanging business cards are a necessary part of doing business in 

India. You must bring plenty since people exchange business cards even in non-business 

situations.  

 

English is the common language for conducting business, and therefore, it is not 

necessary to get your card translated into any Indian language. If you are not from an 

English-speaking country, then you must get your brochures and other promotional 

material prepared in English.  

 

Though widely spoken and used, there are nuances of Indian English which are quite 

native. For instance, there are local meanings of terms like 'Himalayan blunder' [grave 

mistake], 'godown' [warehouse], 'deadly' [intense or very good], etc. Similarly, you may 

find people using terms like 'cousin-brother' or 'cousin-sister', or overuse terms like 

'actually', 'obviously', 'simply', etc., in their sentences.  

 

In addition, the pronunciation varies widely across the country, which can sometimes 

make it difficult to understand spoken English. You can, however, request a person to 

repeat what s/he has said slowly. Such a request from a foreigner is not considered as a 

discourtesy.  
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Intermediaries and Contacts 
 

Foreign joint ventures and technical collaborations are not new in the Indian business 

environment. Well-known American, European and Japanese companies have been doing 

business in India for more than two - and even more - decades. Therefore, if you are 

representing a well-known global company, you will find that, by and large, Indians are 

comfortable and open to negotiation, and an intermediary is not required to establish 

one's credentials.  

 

If, however, you are representing a lesser known country or a small company, it will help 

to get some referrals from your other clients/partners in India.  

 

Indian laws and bureaucracy are quite intricate and cumbersome. Besides the statutes of 

the Central government, there are numerous pieces of legislation which differ 

considerably across the states. It is, therefore, advisable to hire an Indian lawyer or 

liaison person, who can help you to maneuver through these intricacies.  

 

Protocols 

 

Though its importance may vary in degrees across regions and sectors, hierarchy 

matters in India.  

 

Try to get your first appointment with the person who is high in authority in the 

concerned department/organisation. It is likely that s/he may later direct you to meet 

someone in the middle-level hierarchy, who would be actually relevant for your business. 

However, coming through the superior person is likely to help when it comes to 

implementation of decisions.  

 

You will often find that, as a sign of respect, the subordinates stand up when the boss 

enters the meeting room. This is a normal phenomenon in the Indian context. For many 

people coming from more individualistic cultures, this creates a dilemma - to rise or not. 

The best option is to get up from your seat and greet him/her personally.  

 

Despite gradual changes in societal values, respect for age, loyalty to one's family, 

community or group, and practice of certain religious rituals are still observed in Indian 

work-settings, in varying degrees.  

 

Women executives, in senior positions, are a relatively new phenomenon in the Indian 

business environment. If you are a woman, you will normally find people respectful and 

courteous, but not very comfortable in working with you for business deals. You may 

have to make extra efforts to get them to discuss business with you.  

 

Negotiating Process 

 

The pace of business meetings in India is comparatively far more relaxed than in some 

of the western countries, such as the United States.  

 

Indians are somewhat lax about time. Even if you arrive on time, it is likely that the 

scheduled meeting may start with some delay, or that you are kept waiting. This often 

happens, and does not necessarily mean much. However, a long delay in the meeting 

can be a signal that you are being given less importance.  

 

Indians do not directly jump into business negotiations; in fact, that may be seen as 

rude. Building a relationship is often considered a prerequisite to doing business.  

 

Meetings normally start with small talk about non-work-related topics [ranging from 

weather to whether your journey was comfortable], before people start talking about 



business issues. Do not feel surprised if you are asked some 'personal' questions about 

your family, children, etc.  

 

Similarly, showing hospitality is part of the negotiation process. Often meetings start by 

offering tea/coffee and snacks. It is courteous to accept the offer.  

 

Compared to many other cultures, relationships and feelings play a larger role in 

decisions in India. In general, Indians tend to take larger risks with a person whose 

intentions they trust. Thus, one's credibility and trustworthiness are critical in 

negotiating a deal.  

 

Indians are 'polychronic' people, i.e., they tend to deal with more than one task at the 

same time. So be prepared for some distractions/ disturbances during the meeting, e.g., 

a secretary walking in to get some papers signed, or the conversation sometimes 

digressing into unrelated topics. One must appreciate that such behaviour/occurrences 

do not show a lack of interest or attention.  

 

Indians are inductive in their approach to understanding things. In the Indian psyche, 

reality can be understood only in its overall context. Knowing the personal, social and 

historical contexts [of people, events, ideas, etc.] are a precondition to comprehending 

them accurately. Therefore, one should be prepared for questions and enquiries, which 

may not seem to be directly related to the subject. To people coming from more 

deductive cultures, this behaviour often appears to indicate a lack of focus and 

digression.  

 

PowerPoint presentations are generally accepted to start the discussion. It is necessary, 

however, to send a more detailed proposal in advance. Often, the details of the proposal 

are vetted by some middle-level executive, who will then brief the superior about them.  

 

In general, Indians are cautious in accepting a new idea or proposal. Openness to a new 

idea depends not only on its quality, but also on its source and endorsement. That is, 

information about who else has implemented it or who has proposed it has a major 

influence on the decision about a new idea. In making a proposal, you must include such 

details accordingly.  

 

Indians usually do not express their disagreements openly and directly; doing so would 

be considered discourteous. Instead, when differences arise, they may circumvent them 

by statements such as 'we will discuss this later' or 'I will have to check with others 

about this.' 

 

Bargaining for the price or additional concessions is normal in India. Indian negotiators 

expect and value flexibility in negotiation. Therefore, sometimes a straightforward offer 

may be perceived as a rigid stand. It is always advisable to build some buffers in one's 

initial offer, which allow for bargaining later.  

 

Do not insist on commitment in the first meeting. Making a decision, in Indian 

organizations, is often a long-drawn out process. This is not only because of the 

bureaucratic nature of many Indian organizations, but also because a decision may have 

to be ratified by people who may not be present at the negotiating table.  

 


