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FEATURE LEADERSHIP

Cultural Intelligence is a passport 
to doing business in Africa. 
By Julia Middleton

W
e live in a world where leaders are 
increasingly connected with each 
other, within their companies, with 
stakeholders, across their sectors 
and industries, or across continents 

like Africa and well beyond. Both large and small 
businesses are eating up opportunities to work 
more broadly across the continent. But as leaders 
encounter unfamiliar cultures, they are sometimes 
finding that the skills that previously brought them 
success in their own world are not enough. Time 
and time again we are seeing that, whilst leaders 
may have high levels of IQ, they also need Cultural 
Intelligence (CQ) – the ability to cross divides and 
thrive in multiple cultures.

Many companies are learning this lesson the 
hard way. I hear too many accounts of the arrogant 
attitude of South Africans in business across the 
continent. Mining companies attest to the grim 
consequences of the inability of their technically 
superb international mining engineers to work with 
the local chiefs and navigate the local systems. 
Nigerians themselves tell me of their famed “front 
foot entrepreneurialism” which can often leave 

Africans of less assertive cultures feeling inadequate 
or exploited. So leading across boundaries through 
collaboration is increasingly crucial. The boundaries 
that exist between cultures on this continent are 
numerous; not just in terms of geography or faith 
grouping, but also between men and women, old 
and young, private, public and NGO sector, between 
languages, governments and business, and ethnic 
origin. These, and many other cultural nuances, 
make Africa the culturally rich and diverse continent 
it is, but it calls for leaders to understand and adapt 
to them. 

Businesses globally, and increasingly in Africa, are 
learning that leadership success is about more than 
just the ability to work with facts and figures, or IQ. It 
was refreshing when the world discovered that great 
leaders also possess EQ – emotional intelligence. 
But the problem is that people who say, “I’m good 
with people,” regularly forget one thing. They often 
mean to say, “I’m good with people ... like me.” And 
our globally connected world – and increasingly, the 
African continent – is littered with failed business 
ventures and missed opportunities because leaders 
lacked Cultural Intelligence – they are not good with 
the people who are not like them. 

CQ differs from IQ in the fact that it is less about 
the attributes you were born with and more about 
what you have learned throughout life. And there is 
no simple scale or measure; CQ is not a number like 
IQ. Instead we should think of Cultural Intelligence as 
being something that we can continuously improve 
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and develop over the duration of our lives. The 
difficulty comes in acquiring it. We do this through 
our experiences, but also with knowledge imparted 
by other people whom we trust – and who trust us 
enough to give us their knowledge.

In my experience, the most culturally intelligent 
leaders are the ones who have not just spent time 
understanding other cultures, but have understood 

their own. Although CQ may be hard to quantify, I do 
think there are frameworks that help us to develop 
it. It is to this end I created the concept of ‘Core 
and Flex’ – a simple concept but one that I believe 
works. 

Our Core comprises the things that define us: our 
own personal ‘over my dead body’ list. These are 
things that won’t change (or won’t change easily). 
Their solidity is our strength. In our Flex are things 
that we can choose to change – things that we can 
adapt to circumstances or to other people or other 
cultures. Their fluidity is equally our strength. Core 
and Flex cover more than just our principles, they 
also account for everything from spirit and identity to 

behaviours and habits – from grand beliefs to small 
actions. 

 A well defined Core and Flex, kept under constant 
review is key to Cultural Intelligence because 
it equips us with the ability to experience new 
situations and adapt to other people without fear of 
losing ourselves – changing and accommodating 
without ever compromising on what matters.

Keeping our Core and Flex under review also helps 
to keep our biases under control. Although it can 
be sometimes tough to admit, we all hold biases in 
one form or another. They are the knots in our Core 
that we know should not be there. And for those of 
us who have experienced prejudice ourselves, it is 
especially important to scrutinise our Core for biases 
(because we have them too) and move them to Flex. 

Big problems can no longer – if they ever could – 
be solved by one person, one sector, one culture or 
one country operating alone. As networks become 
more important across communities, across Africa 
and indeed across the world, Cultural Intelligence 
might well hold the key to enabling those networks 
to thrive. But we need to give leaders and emerging 
leaders the opportunities and experiences to 
develop their CQ as, currently, this is a need which 
is not being given as much attention as would be 
helpful. n
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