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Introduction
This country profile has been produced
to give a short overview of some of
the key concepts to bear in mind when
doing business with contacts in Brazil.
It is intended to be an aid to business
people who have commercial dealings
with counterparties in the country but
should not be seen as an exhaustive guide
to this topic or as a substitute for more
substantial research should there be a
need.

Therefore this briefing note is broken into
short, bite-sized sections on the following
topics:

With this in mind, we have covered
the areas which are key to a better
understanding of the cultural mindset
underpinning business dealings in Brazil
and which are, quite often, extremely
different from the approach and thought
processes associated with business in
other parts of the world.
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Background To Business in Brazil
Over the past few years, Brazil moved from
a country with great promise, sometime
in the future, to being seen as one of the
hottest investment opportunities in the
world. But now it is moving back into a
country seen as having massive internal
weaknesses. A more stable political
system and currency, coupled with vast
mineral wealth of the country made Brazil
a must for all companies with truly global
ambitions but recent political scandals and
the drop in the price of oil has produced
renewed turmoil.
With a population of 194 million, Brazil
represents the fifth largest market
opportunity in the world - after China,
India, Indonesia and the USA. It is also
the fifth largest country in the world by
geographic size. An IMF (International
Monetary Fund) report indicates that Brazil
leads all other South American countries in
terms of infrastructure and technological
development. Those facts, combined
with a stabilising economic and political
landscape - (the twin nightmares of
corruption and hyper-inflation ravaged the
country for decades) - and it appeared that
Brazil was set for take-off. Then political
corruption and volatile commodity prices
seemed to drain all the optimism.

Probably the most pervasive barrier
encountered by the unwary traveller would
be the ‘Custo Basil’ or the Brazil Cost. This
term refers to the very real extra costs
of doing business in Brazil - corruption,
governmental inefficiency, legal and
bureaucratic complications, excessive
taxation, inflation etc. Although this ‘Custo’
is difficult to define and has lessened
in recent years, it remains real and the
cause of great frustration for international
business people.
Due to this ‘Custo Brasil’, it is important
to work closely with local lawyers and
accountants. Many people have found the
services of local middlemen (despachante)
extremely useful in overcoming many of
the unfathomable local complexities.
So, as with many countries, the
opportunities are there and they are real
but it is essential to understand the local
business landscape if you are to reap
the rewards - regardless of whether your
sector is computing, banking and finance,
or pharmaceuticals, local knowledge
is vital.

Whatever the prevailing economic and
political situation, those wishing to do
business with Brazil and the Brazilians
should be aware of the various cultural
and structural barriers which might
confront them.
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Brazilian Business Structures

As with most South American countries,
Brazilian companies will tend to be
organised along strictly hierarchical
lines with information flowing in a very
structured way up and down the various
chains of command.
As in most structured hierarchies, most
key decisions will be made at the most
senior levels of an organisation and all
international negotiators are well advised
to try to develop a good understanding of
the corporate structure of any potential
partner - as a great deal of time and
resource could potentially be wasted by
trying to get a decision out of somebody
who does not really have the requisite
level of authority.
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Try to find out the exact structure of
the organisation, people’s position
within a department relative to their
colleagues etc., but be aware of an added
complication. The organisation chart
you are shown may not reflect the way
in which power actually flows within the
organisation due to the complicating factor
of the power of personal relationships.
Business organisations are riddled with
internal politics where one’s allegiance
to an individual may be considered of
greater importance than any reporting
lines on an organisation chart. (Trying to
understand the intricacies of these internal
relationships could be another example
of where the use of a local middleman or
despachante could prove invaluable.)
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Brazilian Management Style
A manager’s personal style is considered to
be of great significance and it could almost
be said that his or her bearing is viewed as
of great an importance as their technical
abilities.
The respect which is afforded the
manager by subordinates, is directly
proportionate to the personality of the
boss. Relationships are of key importance
in this Latin culture and the boss and
subordinates work hard to foster a
relationship based on trust and respect
for personal dignity.

If giving instructions to Brazilian
subordinates, try to be as clear, precise
and comprehensive as possible. If tasks
remain undone after having asked for
them to be done, start by questioning
yourself. ‘Were my instructions given
clearly? Was I too vague?’ If you only give
partial instructions, only part of the task
will be performed. (As in most strongly
hierarchical cultures, subordinates will
undertake the tasks they are given but
no more - to do more might be seen as
disobeying the boss!)

First and foremost, managers are expected
to manage. The boss is expected to give
direct instructions and it is expected that
these instructions will be carried out
without too much discussion or debate
(if there is debate it should be done in
private to avoid showing public disrespect
to the hierarchy).
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Brazilian Meetings
Initial meetings can be somewhat formal
- where you are expected to shake hands
with everybody present on arrival, but any
subsequent meetings are likely to become
much more informal.
There is likely to be a great deal of small
talk before the meeting properly starts.
Do not be in too much of a hurry to end
this initial part of the meeting as the tone
you set here could be important in the
relationship development cycle. Do not
make yourself appear impatient or overly
pushy.
Although non-confrontational, Brazilians
have a Latin temperament and will often
appear extremely emotional during
meetings (especially to those cultures who
have a more reserved approach). Emotion
is merely an expression of commitment
and interest and does not indicate a lack of
control or anger.
Less emphasis is placed on the importance
of absolute punctuality than in some Anglo
and Asian cultures and you should not be
surprised if meetings start late and finish
even later. Again it is important that you
do not become obviously frustrated by this
flexible attitude to time. The relationship is
seen of far greater importance than timerelated issues.
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If an agenda is produced, do not expect
it to be followed. All the issues on the
agenda will be covered, but not necessarily
in the order they appear on the written
document. In a country which is severely
hampered by red-tape and bureaucracy,
this flexible approach (jeito) is of real
importance and may prove to be your
greatest asset.
Don’t be in too much of a hurry to rush
off at the end of a meeting, even if the
meeting is running late. Take the time to
seem relaxed and easy-going as these are
qualities much admired in Brazil.

Doing Business with Brazil

7

Brazilian Communication Styles

Many senior and middle ranking Brazilian
business executives speak excellent
English and in fact many of them may have
studied abroad in the USA or Europe.
However, English is by no means
universally spoken and when dealing with
people outside the major commercial
centres, an ability to speak Brazilian
Portuguese is extremely useful. (Try to
avoid using Spanish as this can be seen as
culturally insensitive. Brazilians are proud
of their uniqueness in South America as
non-Spanish speakers.) If doing business in
Brazil for the first time, check out whether
you will need a translator or not.
As with many Latin countries,
communication tends to be predominantly
oral rather than through the written
word. Brazilians tend to put the spoken
before the written word. When sending
something in a written format it is usually
a good idea to follow it up with a phone
call or a visit.
Verbal communication in Brazil can often
be viewed as being theatrical and overemotional by those cultures which place a
great significance on the maintenance of

professional reserve in all situations. In a
country like Brazil, if you feel something
strongly, you show it. Overt signs of
emotion definitely do not imply lack of
conviction and should be taken as the
deeply felt belief of the speaker.
The use of significant amounts of
exaggerated body language (by the
standards of less tactile cultures) plays a
significant role in normal communication.
Brazilians are very tactile - even across the
sexes - and work at very close proximity.
They also exhibit strong levels of eye
contact when speaking to people. This
combination of tactility, proximity and a
steady gaze can be intimidating for some
(many Asian cultures for example), but it is
important that you adapt to these issues
as quickly as possible otherwise your
own reserve could be misinterpreted as
unfriendliness.
Be careful when using humour in very
serious situations as it can be viewed as
lacking in gravitas. However, in everyday
situations it is important to be seen as
good company and entertaining. Life is
to be lived and enjoyed.
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Brazilian Teams
In order to ensure good, collaborative
team-working within Brazil or from
Brazilian colleagues working in
international teams, it is important that
everybody has the opportunity to get to
know each other well and form those allimportant relationship bonds.
This might mean that it takes longer to
mould a Brazilian team than it would a
similar team in the USA or the UK.
Team members will be very keen to
fully understand their exact role and
responsibilities within the team - as well

as the roles and responsibilities of all the
other team members. People do not like to
be seen encroaching onto somebody else’s
area of responsibility. It is also seen as
difficult to know if you have done a good
job if your role is ill-defined.
Each team member will expect to see a
chain of command within the team (as
befits a hierarchical culture) and if no such
chain of command exists, the team leader
can expect that every small problem will
be brought to them directly - it is difficult
to get inter-team communication on such
matters.

Women in Business in Brazil
Foreign business women are treated fairly
and with respect which reflects a trend
in Brazil which sees women increasingly
joining the business world and making
significant advances.
However, despite this trend, it is still fairly
unusual to find senior female managers at
the very highest levels of Brazilian-owned
organizations.

This does not mean however that Brazilian
men will forget old world traditions and
may mean, for example, that they may
not allow a woman to pay for a lunch or
dinner and that women can expect to be
complemented on their looks, appearance
and dress sense.

Brazilian Dress Code
Appearance is extremely important in
Brazil and it is vital that you look your
smartest. First impressions count for a
lot in the early stages of the relationship
building process.
Men are best advised to wear conservative
dark suits and traditionally, three-piece
suits have indicated an executive position
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whereas two-piece suits have indicated
office worker status.
Women tend to be less conservative in
their dress sense at the office than women
from many other countries. They ‘dress to
impress’ and are more flamboyant that in
many other countries.
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Successful Entertaining in Brazil

Business entertaining forms an integral
part of business life in Brazil and business
meals can be lengthy affairs.
Do not be surprised to spend two hours
over lunch and three hours or more over
dinner. If you are entertaining business
guests, make sure that you do it in style do not be tempted to cut corners.
Business meals are really about getting
to know each other as people so don’t
be tempted to try to use the meal as
an extension of a meeting. Keep the
conversation at the social level and if
business is to be discussed, wait until the
coffee is served.

Although most social events will start
much later than the official start time,
it is good idea to arrive at any business
functions on time - you may find that you
are the first person there, but then again,
you may not.
Most restaurants will automatically add a
10% service charge on to the bill, but it is
still a good idea to leave a further tip
of between 5 - 10%.

Brazilians tend to use their knife to cut
up the food and then place it against the
plate whilst continuing to eat using only
the fork. All food is eaten with a fork - don’t
use your fingers as this is considered bad
form.
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Top Tips 1 - 20 on Brazil
1.

2.

3.

4.

9.

Although first meetings can be more
formal. They are generally quite
informal and relaxed.

10.

Due to the various cultural and
administrative complexities of the
country, local advice and expertise
is imperative in the early stages of
business development.

Punctuality is a variable commodity in
Brazil. Meetings often start and finish
late. It can be difficult to schedule
more than one or two meetings per
day.

11.

Companies tend to be organised
along strictly hierarchical lines
(although this may vary if dealing with
the subsidiary of a multi-national).

Meetings usually start and finish with
quite a lot of small talk - this is an
important section of the meeting and
should not be rushed.

12.

If possible, make sure you are dealing
with the decision-maker rather than
an influencer of the decision-maker.

Agendas are not always used and if
present may be ignored by everybody
except you.

13.

Effort needs to be put into the
process of melding a team together.
Provide time space and opportunity
for the all-important relationshipbuilding process.

14.

Although many Brazilians speak very
good English, it is not universally
spoken. When dealing with people
outside the major cities, you may
need to check if translation to
Brazilian Portuguese is necessary.

15.

Great emphasis is placed on the
value of verbal communication. The
things that people say are often given
greater weight than anything in a
written format.

16.

Don’t simply rely on emails to give
information. Follow things up with a
phone call or a meeting to discuss the
matter.

Brazil offers a wealth of opportunities
to prospective investors but is also a
country beset with bureaucratic and
cultural difficulties - it is imperative to
do your homework in advance.

5.

Managers are expected to manage dont be afraid to give clear, precise
instructions.

6.

Organisational hierarchy can be
complicated by an intricate web of
political alliances and relationships.
Who is the real decision maker?

7.

Relationships come first, second and
third in Brazil. Time spent working on
the development of long-term friendly
relations is never a waste
of resource.

8.

It is always a good idea to stress
long-term commitment to Brazil
and your Brazilian contacts. Try to
keep in touch between contracts or
projects. Your relationship with your
Brazilian counterparts is not purely
transactional. It is personal as well.
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17.

The use of emotion in communication
should be seen as a sign of
enthusiasm and emphasis rather
than as anger or loss of control.

18.

Brazilians use a great deal of body
language, stand at relatively close
proximity and have strong levels
of eye contact. Try to become
comfortable with these - dont act in
a reserved fashion.

19.

Although it is important to give the
impression of being an easy-going
lover of life, humour is best avoided
in serious situations.

20.

Appearance is very important
for both men and women. Your
appearance should reflect your level
of importance.
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Global Business Culture
Global Business Culture is one of the
world’s leading cultural awareness
consultancies and the creator or
WorldBusinessCulture.com – your window
into a world of cultural differences.
We work with a large number of global
companies, helping them to operate more
effectively across the barriers of culture,
geography and language and helping
equip their staff with the high levels of
cultural fluency needed to work effectively
in today’s increasingly complex, global
environment.

•

Conference Speaking: Global Business
Culture founder Keith Warburton is an
internationally recognised expert on
the impact of cultural differences on
cross-border working and, as such, is in
great demand to speak at conferences
around the world.

We provide consultancy and training
services in three key areas:
•

Cultural Awareness Training: We
help our clients to understand the
complex global cultural environment
in which they operate and provide key
information and practical advice so
they are able to work more effectively
across borders.

•

Virtual Team Training: Our clients
find that they have increasing numbers
of employees working in global virtual
teams and that this is one of the most
difficult global operational challenges
they face. We help clients overcome
these difficulties.

If you would like to find out how
Global Business Culture can help your
organisation work more effectively in a
global environment, please contact us at:
keith@globalbusinessculture.com
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