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“Let us be French, let us be English, but
most importantly let us be Canadian.”
As John A. Macdonald, Canada’s first Prime Minister, suggests, the country’s British and
French roots afford it the opportunity to meld these cultures into an altogether different one.
As companies like yours grow profits in the 10th largest economy in the world1 – 2nd by
physical size2 with a population a tenth of the United States’ population3 – knowing how to
build business relationships and navigate Canada’s blended culture is essential for success.
Leonard
Mortimore
Head of ISB
Canada, HSBC

Helping HSBC customers
crack the Canadian market
is what makes this role so
exciting. While proud of their
heritage, our clients and
networks are equally keen
to find ways to bring in new
ideas and adapt them for the
Canadian market. Running
the International Subsidiary
Banking team in Canada has
meant I’ve been able to enjoy
the openness of the Canadian
business culture, their
wonderful sense of humour
and their international outlook.

Top Tips for Working with Canadians

Never the Two Shall Meet
While Canadians are hard-working professionally,
they value their off-duty time and tend not to
merge the two. Respecting weekends, holidays
and family time is important.
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Building relationships is at the heart of every successful business activity, so
investing time in your Canadian counterparts is essential. Here are some top
tips to help raise your chances of success in Canada:
Definitely Not American
While Canadians and their larger southern
neighbour have a friendly trading history, they
are keen to protect their cultural differences.
Many Canadians can become sensitive when
compared to American neighbours, so generally
best to avoid doing so. If in doubt about your
counterpart’s North American origins, err on the
side of assuming Canadian, which will not offend
either them or an American.
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Content is King
As a country, Canadians are relatively lowkey, taking pride in their directness, honesty
and tolerance. While itself a very multicultural
economy, Canada is generally conservative with
great emotional or material displays considered
unwelcome. The quality of thought is more
important than its presentation.
Bow, Kiss or Shake Hands?
While egalitarian, noting the title and position
of your Canadian counterpart matters. Shaking
hands is the preferred ritual, though in Quebec,
kissing cheeks as in France is more common.
Presenting your card printed in English and
French will demonstrate your global mindset
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Experience on-the-ground

Canada country profile

Length of coastline6

“Guess we had to
learn the hard way.”
My business secured a large order from
the provincial government of British
Columbia and was asked to demonstrate
our willingness to invest long-term in
the Vancouver area in order to win the
business.
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and impress with your unexpected
localisation.
Je ne comprends pas
Making an effort to learn and speak
French – however elementary – with
your Quebec, New Brunswick and
Ottawa business contacts will go
a long way. Assessing before any
meetings whether you’ll need an
interpreter is key.
All for One and One for All
Following the flattening of
organisational structures, the
Canadian management style is
generally informal and laid-back.
Managers generally empower their
teams, trusting the skills of their
employees and expecting a high
degree of team input compared
to other parts of the world. It’s not
uncommon for managers and their
employees to become good friends
outside of the workplace, and remain
mentors and counterparts well after
office relationships end.

Living La Vida Local
The East Coast (Newfoundland,
Prince Edward Island, Nova Scotia,
New Brunswick) is formed of smaller
communities than other parts of
the country, and often perceive
themselves left out of the bigger
national economic conversations.
Quebec on the other hand is
truly different than the rest of the
country, including variations within
the province across Quebec City
and Montreal. Ontario, including
Toronto, is considered Canada’s
business hub, while capital Ottawa
is more traditional and conservative.
Western Canada, particularly British
Columbia, takes on a more relaxed
pace compared to other parts of the
country.
Remember that building profitable
business relationships with
Canadians requires a quality plan, a
conservative approach to presenting
it and respect for their at work/
outside-work divide.

As CEO, I was unable to permanently
relocate and decided to approach Helen,
one of our high-potential members of the
Head Office team, to make the move for

a 2-3 year period, which she gladly
seized. Knowing it would be a great CV
builder, she and her fiancé were free to
move within 4 weeks which was terrific.
What we should have done in preparing
Helen for success was ensure she had
an induction on the Canadian business
culture, as we all assumed it was more
or less British with a slightly different
accent. How wrong we were!
The lesson? Checking our assumptions
and investing to ensure our people to
do well in Canada and beyond is key.

Office life
Teamwork
It’s true that a personal relationship isn’t a
requirement to do business, but networking
and building relationships is highly valued and
goes a long way to building stronger working
relationship in the long term.

outside the office to chat. Generally lasting
30 minutes and rarely exceeding an hour,
Canadians expect promptness as a sign of
respect. Business meetings generally take
place in the morning or early afternoon,
with evening meetings a rarity.

Communication
Generally not as blunt as Americans, Canadians
are direct, but remain tactful and aware of feelings.
While considering themselves friendly and afraid
to step on toes, frustrated Canadians will always
speak their mind and only seek a confrontation
as a last resort. When working in Quebec, New
Brunswick or Ottawa, ensuring Quebec French for
written materials and conversation will go a long
way to cementing relationships.

Diversity and Inclusion
Canada is not only multicultural, but bilingual
as a matter of law. Canadians are proud of
this national characteristic and are respectful
of difference, expecting guests and business
partners to adopt a similar attitude.

Meetings
One-on-one meetings are generally informal
with either party suggesting a quick coffee
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Want to know more?
For specific details of the Canadian legal,
tax, labour, finance sector and other
aspects of the economy, read our Doing
Business in Canada country guide.

