
The Importance of Knowing the Culture of Customers from Abroad in the Real 

Estate Management  

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

It is common experience that seems to be self-understood that lies behind this complicated 

title and makes us wonder why we should have a speech about it at all.  

We all know that if we want to do business with a foreigner who does not speak our language 

we will see to it that we find a mode of communication. We can choose to negotiate in his 

language or to find an able interpreter. If we can overcome the language barrier, it should be 

possible to do meaningful business with a foreigner. If this was the key mutual trust in busi-

ness, we could stop here. 

Yet, things are not quite so easy. I have a friend in Graz, another FIABCI member. He speaks 

an impeccable German beside his Styrian dialect same as I do, when I don’t speak Suabian. 

He works in condominium management. We have known each other for more than a decade. 

We have both been at the same seminars in Germany. He has been doing his business for 

more than twenty years in Austria while I have been active in condominium management for 

more than forty years in Germany. The company he works for is one of the biggest of its kind 

in Austria, and he is very keen on sharing professional experience. 

This has led to the following interesting and illustrative episode: 

In the course of my work as President of the World Council of Managers in FIABCI I have 

developed a questionnaire with the help of which I want to explore how condominium man-

agement works in different countries. At the beginning, I didn’t think of any major problems 

in doing that, since condominium management is characterized by a few distinctive features: 

1. The apartment belongs to an individual owner. 

2. The owner is member of an owners’ association. 

3. The owner can do with his apartment what he wants as long as he keeps on the right 

side of the law. He can let it or use it himself. 

4. A building consists of individual property and community property. 

5. Any owner can use his individual property and also community property as long as he 

does not harm another owner. 

6. The owner is responsible for his individual property and, together with the other 

owners, for community property. 

7. Management must be organized somehow. 

This set of seven rules applies to condominiums in Brazil, in Germany, in Russia or in China.  

Thus, it should be safe to assume that the questionnaire I developed for Germany and that 

mirrors the personal experience I have with German property laws and the kind of manage-

ment culture we practice, can be applied to the cultural context of other countries with only 

few varieties.  



In order to verify this assumption, I went through the paper with my friend from Graz. I 

wanted to find out if the questionnaire was comprehensive and gave a valid view of manage-

ment practice and if it was universally applicable. 

The result was unexpected. In spite of the fact that we use the same language and currency 

and share a long common history the perusal of the questionnaire was not a walk in the park. 

Not only is practice different in our respective countries, even terminology offered surprises. 

It took us the better part of an afternoon to clarify facts and terms in places where we would 

never have suspected misunderstandings and ambiguities. 

Let me give you an example. In my questionnaire I ask what quorum is required for certain 

motions. My friend was quite astonished and asked what I meant by this. I explained to him 

that in Germany a minimum of 50 % of the co-ownership shares must be present or repre-

sented by proxy in a meeting for the votes taken in the meeting to be valid. Ten people cannot 

fairly represent the opinion of a hundred. He said this was not a problem to him. As soon as 

more than 50 % of the votes present are for “aye” or “nay”, the decision is valid. If too few 

owners are present, their opinion is put down in the minutes. Those who were absent are 

given a period of two weeks to hand in their written vote. As soon as a valid majority is 

reached, the vote is closed. A quorum as required by German law is therefore unnecessary. 

This is a typical example illustrating the fact that different legal requirements lead to differ-

ent everyday practice in management. 

Switzerland, on the other hand, need not bother with EU regulations that constitute norms 

that have to be incorporated in national laws but with cantonal regulations sometimes even 

restricting the purchase of property by foreigners. These examples illustrate in what way our 

world is chaotically diverse in space and in time. 

Go back in your memory only thirty years and you will find hundreds of terms you use quite 

naturally but that would be utterly incomprehensible then. The world in thirty years will be 

so different from ours that we will have problems understanding the language they will use 

then. 

We all know streams of migration resulting from people fleeing from misery into affluent 

countries. Far less obvious is a new migration of people who make the decision to live or open 

businesses in certain countries and who are only interested in the top segment of real estate. 

For certain people it is self-understood to live in New York and have a secondary residence in 

London or own an apartment in Paris. Not by numbers but by economic potential, a consid-

erable part of the upper class in the metropolises of the world consists of foreigners. Whereas 

Germany is mainly concerned with the “migration of the poor” and, consequently, with a de-

mand of real estate in the lower segment, Switzerland must meet the demand of foreigners 

who come to the country with another motivation.  

A considerable part of the world population is constantly on the move towards agglomera-

tions in industrial states. Our populations become more and more internationally diverse by 

migration whether we like it or not. For the real estate industry the consequence is quite 

clear. A considerable part of our clients are coming or will come from a different cultural con-

text. We are not only confronted with other languages but also with a variety of habits, con-

cepts and expectations. 

Cultural differences in everyday life can be made out and described relatively easily. It does 

not take an expert to realize concepts of order and hygiene. 



Less striking but more important are distinctions caused by the self-concept of nations. The 

daily practice of condominium management gives a clear picture of how democratic a gov-

ernment is. Imagine an authoritarian system in which an owners’ association chooses three 

members of the advisory board out of five candidates in a real democratic process by secret 

ballot. Those in power will soon sense the danger originating from this practice. Democracy 

cannot be restricted to certain fields of life once it has been instituted in them. In mainland 

China owners’ meetings although prescribed by law just are not held. Decisions about 

maintenance and repair that the owners are supposed to make in their meetings are circum-

vented by a levying a repair fee along with the payment for the apartment and leaving repairs 

to the state or municipality. 

In the USA a system of consequent representative parliamentary democracy is in operation. 

The owners’ association elects the board who, in turn, makes all the decisions connected with 

the management, including the hiring or dismissal of the management company. The owners’ 

meeting approves the budget and elects the board. 

There are again differences in managing everyday situations we may not be immediately 

aware of and our client may have certain expectations about. An example: a defaulting tenant 

is not a major problem in the USA. He can be literally thrown out of the apartment. After a 

notice he will find his belongings outside the locked door. This procedure would be unthink-

able in Germany and may result in the owner finding himself behind bars.   

Investors in the German real estate market lost hundreds of millions Euro between 2002 and 

2010. Misguided expectations led to fatal miscalculations. Investors from the USA, the UK, 

Australia, Denmark and the Netherlands had bought more than a million apartments. Those 

apartments were attractive as the acquisition price was so low that they yielded a rate of re-

turn of more than 10 %. Banks were willing to mortgage the apartments held by major inves-

tors more than 100 % (which, relating to the acquisition price, means an unlimited yield). 

The complexes these investors bought often had been public housing before. The rent was 

low in comparison as was the acquisition price. The buyers were under the impression that 

they could raise the rent substantially in the near future. When this proved to be legally and 

politically out of the question and the banks asked for higher equity capital, disappointment 

was inevitable and conflicts with the management company imminent.  

Let us rather consider the individual client who comes to your office. He wants a placement 

for his money that is safe from the grasp of bad people (and the tax office). You can sell him a 

house with ten apartments and you are willing to manage it for him. In our online age dealing 

with a client from overseas is a normal thing to do. He does not speak English well, but you 

do. You accompany and close the deal and begin managing the property.  

Meanwhile, the unsuspecting investor, to his mixed horror and incredulity, finds himself 

pelted with regulations, bylaws and costs he would never have thought of but which he must 

respect, else he will be fined severely. In Germany, for example, he must not drive away the 

mole that maliciously undermines his lawn, let alone kill it.  As he is not familiar with all the 

regulations, he does not even know what questions to ask. You, on the other hand, do not 

know what state of knowledge to start from. He may transfer the rules and expectations con-

nected with real estate management that he knows from his home county on his investment 

in yours. We must not go as far as countries where rent is collected with the help of a Kalash-

nikov. It is the subtle details that cause the difficulties between you and challenge you as his 

property manager.  



This is where the institution of the FIABCI World Council of Managers comes in. We aim at 

finding the base of common understanding between nations at least in the domain of man-

agement. We want to explore the differences in practice and thus render international busi-

ness more transparent to the parties involved. This is an enormous task that can only be un-

dertaken if many people contribute with intelligence and good will. If we succeed, we will be 

able to prevent disappointment and bad investment and severe loss of money.  

In order to achieve this, we must, first of all, know the peculiarities of our own law and prac-

tice, especially where they differ from those of other cultures, organisations or nations. 

Wouldn’t it be fantastic if FIABCI members could use a database that would inform them 

about the frame of reference and the expectations a client has who comes from country X to 

do business in country Y? 

A closing remark: If we take our client seriously and if we want our client to see just that, if 

we want him to recognize that for us a business deal is more than offering a service at a cer-

tain price that we are being paid as fees or commission, it will be our task to offer him an-

swers to questions he would be unable to ask without our help because he is not aware of the 

underlying problems. If we succeed in gaining a reputation as partners who offer competent 

intercultural service, we will outclass our competitors. This is the kind of added value that 

makes organisations such as FIABCI invaluable. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


