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By Candace Gwaltney O
n a trip to China to scope out new business opportunities, you are introduced 
to the vice president of operations for a potential client. You offer your business 
card with your left hand, grab his card with your right and immediately place 
it in your pocket for safe keeping.
 Wrong move. In that simple exchange, you probably insulted him. That’s 
one of several lessons from the Office of Protocol at the International Center of 

Indianapolis (sponsored by Duke Energy) that assisted health care equipment services company 
TriMedX during a trip to China.
 The protocol office helps clients understand cross-cultural customs, protocol and communications. 
Another service offered is arranging official meetings for international visitors for businesses and 
government agencies.
 “When you’re receiving distinguished visitors, using protocol demonstrates that you’ve taken 
the time to know and understand your visitors and their cultural context. The same is true for 
preparing for an important meeting in another country,” notes Peter Kirkwood, protocol officer 
for the International Center.
 Established in November 2008, the office follows international standards to create an environment 
of cultural sensitivity and respect. That process allows Hoosier businesses or organizations to 

present themselves in the best possible way while making a good 
impression, Kirkwood explains.
 Past protocol office clients include Indiana University-Purdue 
University Indianapolis (IUPUI), National FFA Organization, Noblesville 
city officials, the Indy Partnership and the Consulate of Switzerland. 

Smooth interaction
 Indianapolis-based TriMedX used the office of protocol’s pre-
departure services prior to trips to China and Taiwan after finding 
such meetings require more preparation than expected.
 “We realized we had several weaknesses in dealing with and 
trying to understand the Chinese culture to make sure we did not go 
over there insulting someone – and that’s easy to do if you’re not 
aware of what you’re doing,” asserts Robert Hughes, vice president 
of clinical technology management.
 “At the same time we found that by simply doing something 
right, it can be a compliment to the Chinese.”
 Instead of casually handing over a business card, Hughes learned 
to present it with two hands. When receiving a card, it should be 
accepted with interest. “Whatever you do, you don’t stick it in your 
back pocket like most Americans do when they get it,” Hughes says. 

“That’s not appropriate or respectful of the person’s position.”
 The International Center helped the company prepare business cards that showed English 
on one side with Chinese characters on the other. When TriMedX executives presented the 
translated cards properly, the Chinese group “just couldn’t believe it; they thought it was the 
greatest thing in the world,” Hughes recalls.
 Other important lessons include: simplify presentations to black and white instead of flashy 
PowerPoint slides; giving gifts that are primarily black are inappropriate signs of death; and don’t 
be offended if someone answers a cell phone during a meeting – that’s common practice in 
Taiwan, Hughes adds.
 While TriMedX is still deciding if doing business in China is viable (another trip is being 
planned), the protocol session helped the company build relationships. “It’s simply respect for the 
culture,” he says of understanding the differences in customs.

International Impression
Center Helps Companies Build Relations

The International Center of 
Indianapolis hosted Martha Karua, 
former Kenya Minister for Justice 
and Constitutional Affairs and 
current presidential candidate, 
in April. Peter Kirkwood 
oversaw the visit, culminating 
with an evening lecture at the 
Indiana University Maurer 
School of Law – Indianapolis.
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 Last November, Sen. Beverly Gard (R-Greenfield) visited 
Saudi Arabia as part of a delegation sponsored by the 
National Conference of State Legislatures. The International 
Center briefed her on social and Muslim customs.
 For example, she learned how to handle differences in 
treatment toward women. She was advised to hold back on 
offering a handshake and allow the Saudi official to offer first; if a 
handshake isn’t extended, it’s likely because Muslims’ “feeling 
very strongly about not touching women in public,” she shares.
 While many officials greeted Gard with a handshake, 
some did not extend their hands. “When they didn’t it was 
very obvious to me, particularly after the information I 
received from the International Center, that that was not 
something I should do,” she notes.
 The protocol meeting and materials helped take away 
the element of surprise in a culture she was not all that 
familiar with, Gard asserts. 

Fit for a king
 IUPUI utilized the office of protocol’s services to plan and 
execute a visit from Nigerian King Michael Aremu Gbadebo 
last October. His visit was part of the first Public Scholars in 
Africana Studies International Conference, which was held at the 
IUPUI campus and attended by scholars from around the world.
 Kirkwood created and managed the minute-by-minute itinerary 
for the visit and addressed specific delegation requests and needs. 
 “Our team could focus specifically on what we wanted to 
accomplish as a result of that engagement,” instead of worrying 
about the details, notes Amy Conrad Warner, IUPUI vice 
chancellor for external affairs.
 While the university has a wide range of interactions with 
institutions, governments and corporations internationally, “it 
is virtually impossible for us to create staff who can manage 
these engagements in a way that is respectful and in a way that 
is successful for each engagement for each culture,” she shares.
 The International Center addressed matters such as 
protocol of security clearance for dignitaries, transportation 

within the city, appropriate gift exchanges, who should appear 
in official photos and who shouldn’t, proper culinary interests 
and religious considerations. 
 Hosting someone like Gbadebo, who serves as ruler of 
Egbaland (located in southwestern Nigeria with a population 
of about 1.5 million), is no simple task. Staff cannot step away 
from the daily work of running the university to make sure 
every detail is in place, Warner adds.
 “While we could focus on the moments we were engaged 
with our guests as part of a larger conference, we knew from 
the moment they landed until the moment they took off that 
they were completely 100% staffed by someone who was 
respectful of their expectations and also was aware of what we 
were trying to accomplish,” she concludes.

 I N F O R M A T I O N  L I N K

Resources: Peter Kirkwood, International Center of 
Indianapolis, at www.icenterindy.org

Amy Conrad Warner, Indiana University-Purdue University 
Indianapolis, at www.iupui.edu 

Robert Hughes, TriMedX, at www.trimedx.com

A group of distinguished visitors from Ukraine takes a tour of the 
NCAA Hall of Champions in Indianapolis. The visitors met with 
NCAA officials and others in the city to learn about ensuring 
safety at large sporting events.

Six Ways to be Internationally Savvy
The office of protocol offers clients country-specific tip sheets to 
prepare for global travels. Here’s a sampling of essential guidelines 
offered by Peter Kirkwood:

Personal space: In many Asian countries, it is considered 
inappropriate to touch another person in public. This includes 
pats on the back or putting your arm around someone’s 
shoulder (such as in a photo).

Time: In southern Europe (Portugal, Spain, Greece, southern 
Italy) as well as Central and South America, punctuality is not 
practiced as in other parts of the world. Visitors to those 
countries should not expect meetings to start at the scheduled 
time and should allow flexibility for meetings that may run 
longer than expected.

Gestures: When receiving visitors or traveling abroad, it is 
important to be mindful of body language and gestures. For 
example, the OK sign is an offensive gesture in Germany and 
Brazil, and symbolizes money in Japan.

Titles and forms of address: In Italy and Germany, 
professional titles such as engineer, professor and doctor (Ph.D. 
and M.D.) are used when addressing business counterparts 
whether in casual conversation or written correspondence.

Language: Avoid idiom phrases in the international arena, even 
when your counterpart has a command of the English language. 
Colloquial phrases can be difficult to translate or be misunderstood 
even in countries where English is spoken, such as the U.K.

Dress: In some countries, such as Slovakia, it is considered rude 
to leave gloves on when shaking hands. Former President George W. 
Bush received some flack for leaving his gloves on when 
greeting Russian President Vladimir Putin in Slovakia in 2005.




