CHILE  BUSINESS CULTURE & LANGUAGE

FIELD REPORT – INITIAL IMPRESSIONS

This report is designed to support and complement existing cultural information available through the UKTI posts in Chile (see www.uktradeinvest.gov.uk). It adds value in that it provides evidence and information from discussions and interviews with those ‘out in the field’ with regard to Chilean business culture. Its primary purpose is to help better prepare UK businesses for approaching the Chilean market for the first time. 
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The report focuses solely on Chilean language and business culture, and has been written in an informal style to reflect the comments made by those we met. To provide a range of views and establish consistency, a total of 6 meetings & discussions were held with individuals from a broad range of business backgrounds. We have titled the report ‘Initial Impressions’, as we are conscious that it was based on limited exposure to the market. 

These included Chilean staff from British companies based in Santiago, staff from UK & Chilean business support organisations, and UKTI staff in Chile. Our visit was predominantly focussed around the central belt of Santiago & Valparaiso, and the business culture & language may vary the further north or south one travels in-country. Contact details and general remit of the organisations we met are provided in the report. As a first port of call we would recommend the UKTI post in Chile (www.embajadabritanica.cl).
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The report was based on client requests for information relating to the business culture of Chile, as several had come to learn of opportunities offered by the growth of the economy and openness of the market to quality UK imports. Although not strictly classified by UKTI as an emerging market, Chile/Argentina has ranked 7th* for 2006 in terms of support for clients related to for language and culture. This report follows a visit by the biotechnology specialist to Concepcion in July 2006.

(* October 2006 top 10 rankings: France, Germany, Spain, Japan, China, Italy, Poland, Argentina/Chile, Dubai, Nigeria).

The project focussed on 5 questions we have been asked by our UK clients. These were:

1. How much Spanish do I need to learn to deal efficiently with the Chilean market, and how much English is generally spoken by the business community in Chile?

2. To what extent should companies adapt their existing Spanish marketing and web materials into Latin American Spanish, and is there much difference between the Spanish spoken across Latin America?

3. To what extent does the rapid economic growth boosted by copper commodity prices offer opportunities for UK imports, and which kinds of imports would these be?

4. What are the main barriers facing trade with Chile?

5. What are the top tips you would give to a British business coming to Chile for the first time?

The combined wisdom of those we met is outlined below. We would like to express our thanks and deepest gratitude to all who contributed to this project, and above all to Jolanta Polk of UKTI Chile, who put together a professional programme and through her colleagues provided all the support we needed.

So on to the questions…

How much Spanish do I need to learn to deal efficiently with the Chilean market, and how much English is generally spoken by the business community in Chile?
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Although English is widely spoken by senior staff in the business community, the level of English amongst other strata of business remains relatively low, and it can at times be difficult to recruit more junior staff with a high operational level of English. Although official statistics quote 12% of the population as possessing proficient English skills, in reality this is believed by some to be closer to 3%. Many larger corporations now offer in-house language training. It can at times be difficult to acquire good interpreting services, as these can be stretched to capacity. 

It is advisable that the UK visitor acquire some Spanish language skills (however basic) before entering the Chilean market, as this will enable dialogue with the wider business community and a broader range of staff in the businesses visited. Further information on selecting and working with interpreters is available through the publication “Working with Interpreters” (www.rln-east.com/resources/how-to-guides). 
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UKTI clients in the East of England who can form groups of 5+ staff (from either one or more companies) can have 12 weeks of Spanish language training match-funded through the LSC-funded Language and Culture for International Trade programme (www.rln-east.com/funding) up to March 2008. Further advice is also available through the UKI publication “Foreign Language Training – get your messages across in the global marketplace” (www.rln-east.com/resources/how-to-guides). 

To what extent should companies adapt their existing Spanish marketing and web materials into Latin American Spanish, and is there much difference between the Spanish spoken across Latin America?
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Several sources during our visit to both Chile and Argentina quoted there being around a 20% difference between spoken Latin American and traditional Spanish. Where Chile is a market for more medium-term trade rather than a one-off small-scale sales opportunity, literature should be translated into Latin American Spanish. Most countries will accept other Latin American translations. Although Chileans readily understand traditional Spanish, translating into Latin American Spanish shows commitment to the market. We noticed during our visit the use of the term ‘castellano’ rather than ‘español’ when referring to the Spanish language.
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Spoken Chilean Spanish is considered (even by Chileans) to be comparatively difficult to understand, as there is a frequent tendency to ‘swallow’ certain consonants such as d’ or ‘s’. Sources estimate that about 10% of local language differs from classic Spanish. The written Spanish is consistent with its Spanish-speaking Latin American neighbours. The Chilean government has introduced the 2013 skills strategy, whereby the bulk of the population going through the education system are expected to speak English as a second language by 2013. 
Where Chile is the only country sold to, literature should be translated into Chilean Spanish, although where a UK business is selling to a number of [image: image7.jpg]


Latin American countries, Colombian or Peruvian Spanish was recommended by a number of sources in Argentina and Chile as being a good starting point for generic material across Spanish-speaking Latin America. There are a number of differences between the Spanish spoken in Spain and that spoken in Chile (such as the word for ‘car’ which varies from ‘auto’ to ‘carro’ to ‘coche’, or ‘computer’ which varies from ‘computadora’ to ‘ordenador’; another example is ‘vos’ as opposed to ‘tu’ in Spain for ‘you’).
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A useful dictionary is the Longman Dictionary of UK/US English and Latin American Spanish (ISBN 0582-511550). The broadcaster CNN also have a manual of Latin American Spanish aimed at Hispanic communities in the USA. The differences between the Spanish spoken across Latin America are more evident in spoken Spanish.

For companies with medium-term prospects, localisation (and not mere translation) of literature is recommended. Given the availability of broadband across the country it is recommended that companies localise their websites to reflect Chilean interests. Where a ‘flag’ system is used, the Chilean flag should be displayed, rather than the generic Spanish flag. 

Further advice is also available through the UKTI publication “Adapting Materials for International Markets” (www.rln-east.com/resources/how-to-guides). UKTI East of England also run a series of workshops on website localisation (www.rln-east.com/news).

To what extent does the rapid growth boosted by copper commodity prices offer opportunities for UK imports, and which kinds of imports would these be? 
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Initial impressions are that there is a large surplus of wealth in Chile, combined with a positive, favourable business environment (encouraged by the policy of zero tariffs for many goods). China is the largest purchaser of copper from Chile. Banks, insurance and mutual funds are free to invest overseas. Because of the cap on pension fund investment overseas, the funds invest heavily in Chilean companies, infrastructure, utilities and bonds. As banks and insurance companies can only invest a maximum of 25% funds overseas, there is considerable investment in Chilean companies, encouraging partnerships with foreign business.

The larger Chilean companies are adept at acquiring government innovation funds and other subsidies. Exchange rates to the US$ are generally stable, as is the base interest rate at just over 5%. Chile is the only country is South America with a sovereign debt and investment “A” rating and offers a ideal stepping stone to trade with neighbouring Latin American countries. 
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Much of the growth can be evidenced in a walk through areas such as the Providencia/El Bosque/Las Condes district towards the East of Santiago, bordering the hills. The UK business visitor may well find that much of their time in the capital is centred around this business district, and there is very much a feeling of ‘living in a bubble.’ The visitor who is only in the capital for a short period of time will therefore be exposed to a environment familiar to the business district of any Southern European city.

[image: image11.jpg]


Although Chile is a family-based culture, there is a formality towards business meetings than can be expected in neighbouring countries. This is reflected in a continuing tendency to be rule-bound. There is less political influence in day to day business  than in neighbouring countries such as Argentina, and long-term economic planning is the norm which commenced during the Pinochet regime. Business risk is relatively low, and Chile receives both an A- score on the  index of world business environments and is ranked 27 out of 120 by the World Economic Forum in terms of ‘business-friendliness’. In 2004 Chile was ranked 5th in terms of economic growth. Chile boasts an excellent infrastructure. There is an open market for niche high-value goods from the UK, particularly biotechnology, food & drink processing, ICT and energy services.

Poverty can be an issue in other parts of the country (including the south of  Santiago). Government support is available for these poorer communities, although the disparity of wealth in the country can still be huge. The minimum wage is 135,000 pesos (US$250) per month.
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What are the main barriers facing trade with Chile?

The main barriers confronting UK-Chile trade are (1) distance to market (2) out-of-date perceptions of Chile as a poor Latin American economy, and (3) size of market. Although Chile is not formally listed in the UKTI 5-year strategy as an emerging market, it is nevertheless a market equivalent to many opportunities afforded by other emerging markets such as the UAE, which are similarly smaller in size but a relatively straightforward market to enter. 
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Larger companies fare particularly well in terms of access to credit facilities, and SMEs less so, and there is a concentration of larger sized business in a small number of hands. Companies are taxed at 17% on profits, and some properties such as those in the Providencia district of Santiago are subject to a property tax. The cost of living for expatriate workers is the highest in Latin America. Chile ranks overall as the most expensive country in terms of household expenditure, followed by Brazil and Uruguay. Consumer price inflation, on the other hand, is steady at just under 3%.
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Help is available to help overcome some of these barriers through the UKTI post in Santiago. Several support organisations in addition to the UKTI post (your first port of call) are available to assist trade with Chile. Eurochile, founded in 1992 as a not-for-profit organisation and now wholly owned by the Chilean government, promotes trade between Chile & the EU. It can assist with subsidised trade programmes, technology transfer, the promotion of trade relationships & environmental issues. They offer either free or heavily-subsidised services. The Chilean-British Chamber of Commerce (www.britcham.cl) is also a useful contact, and their quarterly bulletin “Chilean Economic Report” is available on-line and contains in English information, amongst others, on domestic prices, employment & wages, concessions programmes, regional relations & GDP growth and expenditure.

What are the top tips you would give to a British business coming to Argentina for the first time?
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Local contacts are a key to business in Chile, and particularly in the capital. The business community is small, and once you have established a good relationship, this tends to work its way rapidly around the community. This is highlighted is a Chilean business saying: “if you give me three names, I will know one of them!”

In some cases the public sector can be sensitive towards the pricing of consultancy fees, and it is advisable to encourage a feeling of involvement with regard to public sector partners in project activity. It is also advisable to make budgetary allowances for late additions to contracted activity. Written and legal support is recommended. The public sector often works with limited and changing budgets. This differs widely from the private sector, which boasts a more open and competitive economy, where high prices can be charged if there is the quality to match. 
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The UK visitor is advised to appreciate cultural differences related to issues such as punctuality, and need to allow some flexibility with regard to timings. Business meetings take place on time – so do not be late.  Social occasions are far more flexible. Social interaction outside business is important. Some questions or issues raised by the visitor may not be answered immediately, and additional time may be needed for follow-up.
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