
How to Be a Good Patrón (Boss) with Immigrant Hispanic Employees 
 

The nursery industry relies heavily upon Hispanic employees, primarily Mexican 
nationals.   A non-Hispanic nursery supervisor or manager who has little or no experience 
with this culture soon realizes that additional management and interpersonal skills must 
be learned in order to be most effective with this specific workforce. 
 
Tradition and Formality 
 
Contemporary management techniques are often ineffective with immigrant Hispanic 
workers.  For example, in California we like to encourage self-directed work teams and 
empower them to make most daily decisions on their own.  Independent-minded 
employees who are completely aligned with our U.S. culture that values achievement and 
personal autonomy welcome this approach.  It doesn’t work well with employees for 
whom hierarchy is the proper way to organize a business.  Mexican immigrants are more 
familiar with what we call “vertically integrated” organizations with a top-down 
approach to management.   
 
In a hierarchy, leaders are assumed to know better than the workers, and therefore, the 
leaders deserve their recognized power.  Appropriate deference is readily given to 
superiors and not withdrawn unless the superior has abused the authority.  Clear chains of 
command create smooth workflow and predictably, and predictability provides necessary 
security. 
 
What predictability exists in today’s market?  Probably none, but Mexican workers like 
working conditions to be predictable.  In California nurseries, we are accustomed to 
change and responding to market demands as swiftly as possible.  We favor creative 
solutions over worn-out methods.   Emphasis on change runs counter to the values of 
history and tradition in the Hispanic cultures. 
 
The immigrant worker wants to know how things have been more than how things will 
be.  “This is the way things have always been done” is a powerful and positive directive 
to these employees because they believe it predicts the way things will continue to be 
done.  Challenging the status quo may be uncomfortable.  For the Mexican national, clear 
rules, norms, and protocol are important to know and to follow. 
 
Non-Hispanic managers become frustrated with the immigrant Hispanic’s need for clear, 
specific, and sometimes repeated directives.  “I seem to have to tell him every time” is 
the common lament.   But the dedicated immigrant Hispanic worker expects to be told 
what to do.  Then he or she can do exactly what is expected in order to satisfy the boss. 
 
The way to please one’s employer, in the Mexican culture, is not through independent 
thinking but through behaving in a manner that is highly compliant with the wishes of the 
employer. 
 



Managers in Hispanic cultures are expected to be formal with their subordinates.  Non-
Hispanic, North American managers often try to build rapport with their workers by 
approaching them informally and talking “on their level.”  Such behavior often confuses 
Hispanic employees, especially those who are not yet accustomed to American manners.  
In their countries of origin, behavior from superiors which is too informal is seen as 
uneducated, improper, and even disrespectful.  Proper Hispanic managers in Mexico, for 
example, would sincerely inquire into the health and welfare of a worker’s family, but 
would not invite this discussion in a way which made the two of the appear to be friends. 
 
Motivating with respect and opportunity 
 
Being a good boss, jefe or patrón means taking good care of your workers’ needs, 
treating them with respect, and allowing them opportunities to learn and advance.  In 
return, the boss will retain loyal, respectful, hard-working employees.   The equation 
sounds simple, but for many employers it is not. 
 
Naturally, immigrant Hispanic workers, like all other employees, desire fair pay, benefits, 
and reasonable working conditions.  Human resource departments are dedicated to 
addressing these issues.  What management often overlooks are the intangible 
motivators—respect. training, and opportunity. 
 
Among Hispanics, dignity and respect for the individual is inherent and not earned.  For 
Hispanics, to be human or ser humano is enough to merit respect.  Even the word 
respect” or “respeto” carries a different connotation and is more emotionally laden.  In 
Spanish, respeto is personal. 
 
 
In the culture of the U.S., an abrasive reprimand from a boss is taken begrudgingly, but 
employees are likely to look beyond the reprimand to the greater context.   Was the 
nursery under seasonal pressure that caused too much stress for the boss?  Did the boss 
have a personal problem at home?    Non-Hispanic workers look for ways to reduce their 
emotional distress by reasoning that the incident was not to be taken too personally.  
Hispanics find such behavior on the part of a manager highly unacceptable and are less 
forgiving of a boss who loses control and speaks disrespectfully to them.  Such a 
reprimand is taken very personally.  If it occurs in the presence of a co-worker, the 
reprimand becomes an extreme affront to the pride and dignity of the worker. 
 
Hispanic nursery employees, whether immigrants or U.S. born, welcome the opportunity 
to earn more and have greater status in the company.  Managers who offer training 
opportunities and who reward the acquisition of new skills will be seen as caring and 
concerned for Hispanic employees. 
 
Education and training are highly valued by Hispanic employees, especially immigrants 
who had little or no access to formal education in rural parts of Mexico.   Mexicans who 
immigrate to the U.S. to work in manual labor jobs, especially in agriculturally related 
employment, frequently have an educational level equivalent to the sixth grade or lower.  



Their illiteracy in Spanish is commonplace.  Spanish may not even be their first language, 
but rather an indigenous dialect.  Therefore, a very good employee incentive is on-the-job 
training, both in technical and interpersonal skills.  At the same time, a small percentage 
of Hispanic immigrants who work in nurseries have attended high school or even college.  
Training needs to be tailored to fit the range of literacy and linguistic capabilities that is 
found within the Hispanic workforce.   
 
Creating successful supervisors 
 
When line workers are promoted to supervisory positions, they need training in how to be 
a supervisor.  Too often, a hard-working bilingual line worker is promoted without 
sufficient consideration for supervisory skill and knowledge.  The non-Hispanic manager 
may not understand why the newly promoted supervisor is now standing back and 
watching the work of others while doing little or no hands-on work himself.  In Mexico, a 
supervisor is supposed to oversee the work of others rather than do the work himself. 
 
More problematic are Hispanic supervisors who wield their new authority like a big stick 
or who engage in favoritism and nepotism.  These supervisory characteristics are not 
necessarily seen as undesirable in Mexico, but in the U.S. those same characteristics 
cause major employer problems.  In many nurseries, family members and life-long 
friends work alongside each other.  When one member of the work group is promoted to 
the position of supervisor, he or she must learn to how to deal objectively with a crew 
made up of strong social ties.   
 
Just as the non-Hispanic supervisor needs training in cross-cultural issues, the Hispanic 
supervisor requires cross-cultural knowledge of the U.S. culture, in particular, 
expectations for workplace and supervisory behavior.   Most of the time, conflicts arise 
because the Hispanic supervisor simply doesn’t know what the company believes is the 
right way to handle a situation. 
 
Specifically designed, in-house management training courses on how to work effectively 
across cultures are more likely to meet nursery industry needs than generic diversity or 
management training.  Customized training to meet the unique needs of nursery 
employees is a minimal company investment for an immediate and long-term gain.   
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