The real: Mexico
Mexico country profile

“If you’re in business, you need to understand
the environment. You need to have a vision
of the future, and you need to know the past.”
– Carlos Slim
Mexico is the 13th largest economy in the world with the largest number of
Spanish speakers globally. It is has more airports than Canada1, and a third of a
population of the US. These characteristics make this North American country a
great option for international business expansion. If you are considering growing
in this lively market, though, it’s important to understand how to negotiate and
build business relationships to succeed.
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Top Tips for Working with Mexicans

Head of ISB Mexico, HSBC

Building relationships is at the heart of every successful business activity, so ensuring you “knowing before
you go” is what makes for fruitful business development activities in Mexico. It will save you time, money
and risks to your company’s reputation.
Here are a few top tips you should keep in mind to ensure you have happy, stress-free negotiations
with your Mexican counterparts:
High Touch
Unlike northern Europe and the US, Mexican
people are highly tactile which is usually a
sign of a warm professional relationship and a
successful negotiation. Physical space is closer,
so take familiar touches as a sign of liking and
resist backing away. An abrazo (bear hug and
hearty slap on the back) for men and a kiss
on each cheek for women is a good sign.
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Time Isn’t Money
Qualitative trumps the quantitative when it comes
to business in Mexico. Fluidity is preferred,
focusing on people and relationships rather than
schedules and financials. Getting tasks done
against a deadline is more of an intention than
a firm promise, as tight rules on time will feel
overbearing. With patience a virtue, Mexicans take
a long-term view and will wait for financial results
as the focus is on people over money.
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“With the rise of inward investment in Mexico
from all over the world, our clients are making
the most of the opportunities afforded by a
country keen to make its mark on the world
stage, not least spurred on by interest from its
larger Northern neighbour. We’ve been finding
the flow of interest from companies keen to
crack this market growing year-on-year which
bodes well for the Mexican economy and the
profits of those expanding clients. My role
running the International Subsidiary Banking
team in Mexico has given me and my team the
chance to enjoy the warmth, openness and
business relationships that our Mexican clients
have afforded us.”
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Experience on-the-ground
“One in three new ventures fails in Mexico.”
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We were told doing business in Mexico
would be tough, but our CEO was
convinced otherwise. She’d been visiting
the country at least 3-4 times every year
for the past 15 years and thought she
had a handle on how business is done.
After we set up our franchise, we soon
discovered our ambition to roll out more
stores and grow at scale across the
country was frustrated by the staff, for
whom “small is beautiful.” This is a deep
cultural value not just in Mexico City, but
apparently across the country. The sense
of urgency for us was hard to instil in our
store managers.

We finally decided that hiring Mexicans
who were curious about the world and
local to our stores, then training them at
our HQ in Munich to ensure they knew
our approach, culture and formula for
success, would be the way to turn it
around. And thankfully, that seems
to be doing the trick.
The lesson for us? Ensuring we
understand the mindset of people in our
local markets first, and knowing how to
translate our own culture for them, is key.
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Office Life
Fight Or Flight?
Resolving a conflict is usually
delegated by the boss to a
subordinate as a means to saving
face. While a win-win outcome
is the goal, in very serious cases
the boss takes on the ownership
of finding a solution. Typically,
conflicts and issues are escalated
only after the internal teams first
try to solve the problem. Escalating
issues is a tricky undertaking, as
admitting there are problems in the
Mexican culture is usually avoided
given the risk to one’s reputation
of being affiliated with one.

It’s All About Customers
Saying they can do something
even if they may not have the
capability or permission is the
Mexican way to please
customers and save face.
To get things done, resources
may need moving around
without a sense of determination
or deadlines. With growing
competition and US inward
investment over the last ten
years, customer service in Mexico
has improved greatly, thanks to
growing middle management
empowerment.

Diversity/Inclusion
Fewer than 10% of businesses in Mexico are
owned by a woman5, despite making up 2/3 of
the workforce. Two in ten are in managerial or
admin roles with the remainder in jobs at the
bottom of the organisation.
Teamwork
Taking on the personal and professional crises
of team members is expected by those leading
teams in Mexico. Protecting, nurturing and
aligning a team by showing strong leadership
is expected of the boss, in which power is
given rather than earned. Teams will often
build close ties to each other, often socialising
outside the workplace.
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Presentations
Saving face is a key part of the Mexican
approach to presentations, meetings, oneto-one conversations and negotiations.
Good, clear visuals and macro-level bullet
points are preferred over a deep dive into
the data. Connect with those in the room
through eye contact – especially the boss.
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Want to know more?
For specific details of the Mexican legal,
tax, labour, finance sector and other
aspects of the economy, why not read our
Doing Business in Mexico country guide.

