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Abstract

Purpose: Despite geographical adjacency, deep historical—cultural linkages, and a robust bilateral trade
volume exceeding $13 billion annually, Iranian firms continue to encounter persistent yet under-
acknowledged challenges in the Iraqi market. While logistical, legal, and financial barriers have been
extensively documented, this study addresses a critical research gap: the invisible cultural obstacles
embedded in socio-psychological, identity-based, and normative dimensions that silently undermine
commercial effectiveness. The primary purpose of this paper is to systematically identify, interpret, and
categorize the cultural barriers impeding sustainable business relations between Iran and Iraq through
the lived experiences of Iranian exporters. It further seeks to test the applicability of established
international frameworks, including Hofstede’s cultural dimensions (2011), Trompenaars’ cultural
dilemmas (2012), and Cultural Intelligence (CQ) theory (Earley & Ang, 2003), in a uniquely complex
regional context where apparent cultural proximity masks profound operational divergence. Ultimately,
the research aims to reframe cultural competence not as a “soft skill,” but as a strategic prerequisite for
market viability in post-conflict, identity-plural societies.

Design/Methodology/Approach: This study adopts a qualitative, exploratory, and interpretivist
research paradigm, guided by the principles of thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006), to enable a
deep, context-sensitive understanding of cultural phenomena as experienced on the ground. The
population comprises Iranian exporters actively engaged in the Iraqi market for at least three years across
diverse sectors—foodstuffs (n=6), construction materials (n=4), industrial machinery (n=3), and
hygiene/pharmaceutical products (n=2)—and geographic regions: southern Iraq (Basra, Najaf, Karbala;
n=7), central Iraq (Baghdad; n=5), and Iraqi Kurdistan (Erbil, Sulaymaniyah; n=3). Through purposive
sampling informed by theoretical saturation, 15 in-depth, semi-structured interviews (60—90 minutes
each) were conducted in Persian and transcribed verbatim. The interview protocol was rigorously
designed around the three theoretical pillars: (1) Hofstede’s six cultural dimensions (e.g., Power
Distance, Uncertainty Avoidance), (2) Trompenaars’ seven dilemmas (e.g., sequential vs. synchronic
time, universalism vs. particularism), and (3) the four CQ capabilities (cognitive, metacognitive,
motivational, behavioral). Data analysis followed Braun and Clarke’s six-phase approach:
familiarization, initial coding (yielding 100 basic codes), searching for organizing themes (24 sub-
themes), reviewing and refining themes, defining/naming overarching themes, and producing the final
narrative. To ensure rigor and trustworthiness, methodological triangulation was employed
(complementing interviews with field reports and commercial documents), member checking was
conducted with participants, and two independent researchers performed intercoder reliability checks
(achieving >85% agreement).

Findings: The analysis revealed a sophisticated, multi-layered architecture of cultural barriers,
synthesized into eight overarching themes, each unpacking distinct yet interlocking challenges:
Identity-based value differences: Ethnic (Arab, Kurd, Turkmen), sectarian (Shi’a vs. Sunni), and
historical memory (e.g., Iran—Iraq War legacy) serve not as background context but as active filters in
partner selection, trust formation, and negotiation legitimacy. For instance, some exporters reported
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being advised to conceal Persian identity in Sunni-majority areas, while participation in Shi’a mourning
rituals was perceived as essential for credibility in the south. Communication and linguistic styles: High-
context, indirect communication norms (e.g., Inshallah as refusal, prolonged silence as dissent)
frequently clashed with Iranian expectations of explicitness, resulting in contractual ambiguity and
operational delays. Dialectal Arabic variations (e.g., Basra vs. Baghdad) further necessitated local
translators even for Farsi—Arabic bilinguals. Divergent conceptions of time and commitment: A strong
synchronic (circular) orientation in Iraq, where familial/religious obligations supersede calendar
schedules, contrasted with Iranian tendencies toward sequential (linear) time. This manifested in
frequent last-minute cancellations, flexible delivery expectations, and resistance to formal late-payment
penalties, especially during Ramadan or mourning periods. Hierarchical and collective decision-making
structures: Authority often resides not in formal titles but in tribal elders, religious figures, or family
councils. Decisions require consensus across extended kinship networks, causing delays and
necessitating symbolic gestures (e.g., gifts to sheikhs). Gender further constrains access: female Iranian
representatives were often excluded from negotiations or deemed disrespectful.

Normative business ethics: Hospitality (diyafa) is not courtesy but a contractual prerequisite; refusing
tea signalled distrust. Oral promises from reputable individuals held greater weight than written
contracts, which were frequently renegotiated under the rubric of ‘urf (custom). Moreover, informal
payments to customs officials were normalized as “assistance,” not bribery. Adaptive coping strategies:
Successful firms employed culturally intelligent practices; hiring local cultural brokers (wakil), learning
regional Arabic dialects, redesigning packaging to remove female imagery or incorporate religious
colors (green/black), and renaming brands to avoid negative connotations. The lingering shadow of
political-historical tensions: The Iran—Iraq War (1980-88) remains a latent fault line; accusations of
“starting the war” surfaced in tense negotiations, and suspicions of economic espionage persisted among
older Iraqi counterparts, though younger generations displayed greater openness. Asymmetrical cultural
power in negotiations: Crucially, Iraqi traders demonstrated superior familiarity with Iranian culture,
having greater media access, diasporic networks, and historical exposure, while Iranian exporters
remained largely uninformed about Iraqi tribal, sectarian, and regional nuances. This asymmetry was
strategically exploited (e.g., claiming “this is the local custom” to renegotiate terms), placing Iranians in
a structurally disadvantaged position.

Discussion and Conclusion: This study confirms that cultural distance between Iran and Iraq, while
underestimated due to shared religion and proximity, is operationally significant especially in
Uncertainty Avoidance (Iraq: 77 vs. Iran: 59) and time orientation (synchronic vs. sequential). It extends
Zaheer’s (1995) “liability of foreignness” by showing that in the Middle East, foreignness is not merely
national but relational defined by exclusion from identity-based networks (tribal, sectarian, regional).
The findings empirically validate Cultural Intelligence (CQ) as a critical success factor: firms deploying
high-CQ strategies (e.g., metacognitive preparation, behavioral adaptation) achieved faster market entry,
deeper trust, and longer-term deals evidencing CQ as a necessity, not a luxury.
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