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insights into global effectiveness… 
an interview with Jennifer Westen, international HR executive 

	  executive 
insights 

One of the challenges facing executives and organisations today is how 
to be globally effective.  It’s one thing to be successful in your own 
environment, culture or country – but how does this translate across 

geographic and cultural boundaries?  The Air Institute talks with 
international executive, Jennifer Westen on what it takes for leaders and 

organisations to be globally effective. 
by Jacki Nicholas - The Air Institute 

July 2010 
 
Air:  Jennifer, thankyou for talking with Air 
on this topic of global effectiveness.  You 
have a demanding role across two major 
geographical regions.  What have you 
found to be the key challenges of covering 
such vast and diverse territory?  
 
Jennifer:   In my current role, being 
responsible for the talent in Europe and 
Asia Pacific, and working for a US 
organisation can present challenges, 
particularly from a cultural and diversity 
perspective.  These challenges include 
cultural differences, time zones, 
communication issues, building relationships 
and global vs local practices. 
  
In Asia, although the countries are 
geographically clustered together, there is 
very little unity or common history for many 
of the cultures and people of Asia.  Most 
countries are very distinct and have their 
own language, culture, legislation and 
practices.  Business is done through 
personal relationships and these are valued 
and nurtured over a long period of time. 
  
Europe also consists of a conglomerate of 

countries, with the greatest linguistic and 
cultural diversity of the Western world.  The 
common history, geography, and socio-
political evolution of the European 
continent, as well as the cultural 
divergences have resulted in the creation 
of a common basis for European culture 
that contrast – sometimes sharply – with the 
USA or other parts of the Western world. 
 
When doing business, Europeans like a 
balance of work and personal time.  They 
are interested in quality of life.  Good food 
and wine is valued and taking time to enjoy 
them is a priority.  European companies 
tend to focus on results but have a longer 
term view on opportunities and medium to 
long term business results.   
 
US companies, on the other hand, are 
much more controlling, compliant and 
overpowering compared to European 
companies.  They focus more on very short 
term results sometimes to the detriment of 
the longer term strategies and 
opportunities.  Americans are very straight 
forward - focused on the business of 
making money and doing the deals.  This 
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can clash with the cultural element in both 
Asia and Europe where the focus is on the 
‘relationship’ and deals are not completed 
until the relationship has been established, 
nurtured and is strong. 
  
The regions of Asia Pacific and Europe 
consist of many countries. Yet, from the 
outside, they are sometimes seen as a 
conglomerate whereby ‘one size fits all’.  
Those of us working in these regions know 
that this is not the case.  Each countries’ 
culture, laws, regulations, languages and 
customs are unique.  The key challenge is 
for companies and HR practitioners to have 
consistency and standardisation as the 
umbrella yet tailored to local practices.  
The objective is for us is to always be 
respectful of people and value their 
differences.  Diversity means ‘doing things 
differently’.  This will help companies 
become truly global. 
 
Air:  The world’s dynamics are changing, 
and Asia is gaining prominence as one of 
the regions to do business in.  What do you 
think are the opportunities and risks for 
professionals and leaders based in Asia in 
2010 and beyond?  
  
Jennifer:  Asia is seen as the growth region 
and this has resulted in many companies 
expanding their business globally to have a 
presence in Asia.  The opportunities are 
endless particularly, as we all know, in 
China and India which both have more 
than 1.3 billion people.  The risk, however, is 
that the business can outgrow the talent.  
Depending on the business, the skills 
required are often difficult to recruit for, so 
the company must hire unskilled or semi-
skilled labour externally and then train 
internally.   This results in some companies 

doing a superb job of training people, while 
other companies will ‘buy’ the trained 
talent, thus causing issues with local 
compensation competitiveness. 
 
Air: What has been the most important 
lesson you’ve learned in your global 
interactions?  What advice would you give 
to someone who is about to step into a 
global role like yours?  
 
Jennifer:  Humility – the way we have been 
taught and our frame of reference is not 
the only way to operate.  For example, in 
the Western world we are very keen to 
make the sale quickly whereas in Asia the 
relationship needs to be established before 
any deals are confirmed.  
 
Air:  What do you think makes an 
organisation or team globally effective?  
   
Jennifer:   In my experience, there are four 
key factors to success: 

1. Global view and strategic position 
2. Local responsiveness 
3. Synergistic learning, and                    
4. Cross cultural interaction. 

 
Each of these four need to be 
implemented with strong leadership, local 
talent and a robust business plan. 
 
Air:  What characteristics do you think are 
crucial for individuals to be globally 
effective, as professionals and leaders?  
 
Jennifer:  Due to the issues associated with 
globalisation, today’s leaders need new 
competencies in their organisations - 
something must be different about a global 
leader versus a domestic leader given the 
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pressures of globalisation.  Characteristics 
include:- 

• Being visionary 
• Able to articulate and communicate 

the message 
• Innovative and creative, and 
• Business savvy. 

 
Air: What can get in the way of globally 
effectiveness? 
  
Jennifer: The business obstacle is 
companies that have been successful in 
their own local markets/countries believing 
they can expand and grow into other 
countries/regions of the world and that it’s 
easy – just do the same things they have 
always done in their homeland.  This is not 
the case.  Much research and planning 
needs to go into any expansion plans 
relating to cross-border expansion.  Again, 
it is the cultural issues which will cause many 
companies to fail and therefore, not be 
globally effective. 
 
This is the same issue with individuals.  Just 
because an individual has been successful 
in their own domestic business does not 
mean they will be successful in a foreign 
assignment. 
 
Air:  What pitfalls or mistakes should people 
try to avoid when working across 
geographies and cultures?  
 
Jennifer: Thinking they know it all!  It’s not 
the same in Western cultures, vs Asian and 
European, Middle Eastern etc.  We must 
ensure that if we transfer talent from one 
country to another that, in addition to the 

technical and business skills, they have the 
people skills to work with and develop the 
local talent.  Some people think they know 
it all, when really in another country I can 
assure you they do not.   In parallel with this, 
we also need to recruit the best local talent 
to support the local business. 
 
Air:  What can Asian-based professionals 
and leaders do to handle the ‘tyranny of 
distance’ when working in a organisation 
headquartered in another region?  
 
Jennifer:  You must be willing to travel and 
to communicate at various times of the 
day and night in order to ensure that you 
have strong relationships and rapport with 
those peers and seniors in other time zones.  
In order to get things done you need to 
understand ‘who to get them done 
through’.  This means strong relationships.  
The more people you know within the 
organisation and within other geographies 
the easier to get tasks done quickly and 
efficiently.   At the core of these 
relationships is trust.  This is what you are 
building! 
 
Air:  Thankyou Jennifer for sharing your 
experience and wisdom with us.  If you only 
had one message to give someone who 
wants to be more globally effective, what 
would that be? 
 
Jennifer:  Treat others as you want to be 
treated, with respect and dignity, 
regardless of nationality, race and 
differences.  
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About Jennifer Westen    

 

Jennifer Westen was appointed Vice President of Global Health Life & 
Accident of CIGNA International in May 2006.  She is responsible for Human 
Resources strategy, policy and planning for Asia Pacific and Europe. 

Jennifer joined CIGNA from Avon Products International where she was Vice 
President of Human Resources for Asia Pacific based in Singapore.  Previously, 
Jennifer was Vice President of Human Resources for Asia Pacific, Middle East 
and Africa for MasterCard International. Jennifer's additional twelve years of 
HR experience includes a variety of senior leadership positions based in 
Sydney, Australia and Vancouver, Canada.  

Jennifer earned her MBA from the University of New England. 
	  

 

About Jacki Nicholas 

Jacki Nicholas is Managing Partner of The Air Institute, a firm dedicated to 
strengthening the leadership capability of executives, teams and organisations 
across Asia Pacific and beyond.  

Air conducts coaching and training to help build global effectiveness and 
intercultural skills in leaders and professionals.  Air also helps individuals new to Asia 
successfully navigate their first 90 to 180 days in a new culture and market.  

For more information on how Air could assist you or your organisation, please email 
Jacki at connect@the airinstitute.com 
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