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            Foreword


         
 

         SINCE THE first edition of this book in 1993, the authors have maintained the same basic message that to be effective in leading and doing business in an international context, leaders and managers will have to recognize and respect cultural differences.

         
 

         In the second edition, the authors extended their support of the core constructs by providing a number of country-specific examples. They also paid particular attention to the statistical significance and reliability of their cultural database. In addition, they described a framework to reconcile the dilemmas that arise from cultural diversity. In a three-step structure, they gave exhaustive treatment to the three Rs of Recognition, Respect, and Reconciliation.

         
 

         The world of business continues to move ever rapidly to the global village, accelerated by changing political, social, and economic forces enabled by air travel and communications technology, including the Internet. While cultural factors have long been recognized as critical in modern business, the earlier more anthropological ideas that emphasized differences need to be supplemented and extended by a new body of knowledge that is more relevant to today’s world. The focus and need is shifting from simply understanding cultural differences and how to prevent embarrassments and resolve communication issues to how to leverage difference for competitive advantage. And this is in a world where even local business may involve leading a diverse workforce. Furthermore, studies of cultures are now clouded by the consequences of migrations, immigration and acculturation, and cultural differences across generations, along with new players such as India and South America as well as China in the center stage.

         
 

         In the first half of this third edition, the authors have retained (although updated) their detailed description of their underlying cultural frameworks from earlier editions.

         
 

         The second half has undergone a major revision and upgrade to reflect the changing needs of the business community readership.
 

         Following their continuing academic and applied research, the authors have added the fourth step to build on the first three given in earlier editions. This fourth R, for Realization, is introduced in this new edition, so that culture is ever more linked explicitly to the bottom line.

         
 

         There is new content on realizing the business benefits of international and transnational operations. Added to that, special treatment is given to cultural differences in alliances, mergers, and acquisitions. The authors illustrate the power of their ideas in this new edition by showing how these ideas can be applied in the cultural integration of organizations to significant advantage over conventional (financial) due diligence.

         
 

         Formerly a singular cultural database, the cultural databases that now underpin this book have been extended to include not only more cases and more country data from more respondents but also a whole wealth of cultural measurements of competences, dilemmas and their reconciliations, servant leadership across cultures, innovation paradigms across cultures, and multicultural and remote team effectiveness.

         
 

         The authors have mined these large databases to provide further deductive and inductive analysis to support the new content in this third edition. Also included is an analysis of some of the changes that can be identified over the last 25 years in response to the frequently asked question “Are cultures converging?” as the world becomes even more of a global village.
 

         None of the value of the earlier editions has been lost, and this new edition provides an evidence-driven framework essential for all business leaders and managers, whether they serve as CEO of a major global corporation or play an important middle-management role in a section of their smaller local company. The latter more than ever need to interact with a workforce that is diverse, as well as with a customer and supplier base that is diverse, and, therefore, require a certain level of cultural competence.

         
 

         The book will also be of value to students of business and management to help prepare them for the new world of business, which is so different from only a few years ago.
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            An Introduction to Culture


         
 

         THIS BOOK is about cultural differences and how they affect the process of doing business and managing. It is not about how to understand the people of different nationalities. It is our belief that you can never understand other cultures. Those who are married know that it is impossible to ever completely understand even people of your own culture. The Dutch author became interested in this subject before it grew popular, because his father is Dutch and his mother is French. This background gave him an understanding of the fact that if something works in one culture, there is little chance that it will work in another. No Dutch “management” technique his father tried to use ever worked very effectively in his French family.

         
 

         This is the context in which we started wondering if any of the American management techniques and philosophy with which we were brainwashed in many years of the best business education money could buy would apply in the Netherlands or the UK, where we came from, or indeed in the rest of the world.
 

         Both authors have been studying the effect of culture on management for decades. This book describes much of what we have discovered. The different cultural orientations elucidated result from 25 years of academic and field research. Many of the anecdotes and cases used in the text have come up in the course of more than 1,500 cross-cultural training programs we have given in more than 25 countries. The names of the companies used in most of the cases are disguised.

         
 

         Apart from the training program material, a diverse range of companies including most of the global corporates and other major players, with departments spanning more than 60 countries, have contributed to the research. To gather comparable samples, a minimum of 100 people with similar backgrounds and occupations were originally identified in each of the countries in which the companies operated to provide basic reference cultural norms. Approximately 75 percent of these participants belonged to management (managers in operations, marketing, sales, and so forth), while the remaining 25 percent were general support staff (operators, personal assistants, etc.). Our original cultural database comprised some 55,000 of these respondents and has been extended in several ways. We have added more responses from managers and business leaders across the world, which has resulted in much more than just an increase in sample sizes. This database now extends to some 80,000 participants. An additional 20,000 have completed partial responses to this basic cultural diagnostic in combination with other surveys.

         
 

         With the continuing growth and pervasion of the Internet, we have continued to add many other cultural measurement instruments and have developed associated ancillary databases. These include another 20,000 responses to our deductive assessments of intercultural competence and transcultural leadership, corporate effectiveness and sustainability, cultural aspects of personality and team development, and innovation. In a separate, text-oriented database, we have collected and coded data comprising nearly 10,000 dilemmas and associated reconciliations.
 

         In response to demand, we increasingly make adapted versions of our online tools available to other respondents, such as students of business and management and spouses of expats. These are flagged appropriately as different respondents.
 

         With much more data to draw on, we are able to reaffirm the constructs presented in earlier editions but also to extend debate to issues of longitudinal studies of cultural shifts. Further, we are able to drill down to age and generation differences as well as functional areas and discuss issues of cultural convergence and acculturation.

         
 

         The empirical results are, however, just an illustration of what we
 

         This book attempts to do three things: (1) dispel the notion that there is “one best way” of managing and organizing; (2) give readers a better understanding of their own culture and cultural differences in general, by learning how to recognize and cope with these differences in a business context; and (3) provide some cultural insights into the “global”-versus-“local” dilemma facing international organizations. Possibly the most important aspect of the book is the second of these. We believe understanding our own culture and our own assumptions and expectations about how people “should” think and act is the basis for success.

         
 

         The Impact of Culture on Business
 

         Take a look at the new breed of international managers, educated according to the most modern management philosophies. They all know that in the strategic business unit (SBU), total quality management (TQM) should reign, with products delivered just in time (JIT), where customer first teams (CFTs) distribute products while subject to management-by-objectives (MBO). If this is not done appropriately, we need to business process reengineer (BPR).

         
 

         But just how universal are these management solutions? Are these “truths” about what effective management really is: truths that can be applied anywhere, under any circumstances?
 

         Even with experienced international companies, many well-intended “universal” applications of management theory have turned out badly. For example, pay-for-performance has in many instances been a failure on the African continent, because there are particular, though unspoken, rules about the sequence and timing of reward and promotions. Similarly, management-by-objectives schemes have generally failed within subsidiaries of multinationals in southern Europe, because managers have not wanted to conform to the abstract nature of preconceived policy guidelines.

         
 

         Even the notion of human-resource management is difficult to translate to other cultures, coming as it does from a typically Anglo-Saxon doctrine. It borrows from economics the idea that human beings are “resources” like physical and monetary resources. It tends to assume almost unlimited capacities for individual development. In countries without these beliefs, this concept is hard to grasp and is unpopular once it is understood.

         
 

         International managers have it tough. They must operate on several different premises at any one time. These premises arise from their culture of origin, the culture in which they are working, and the culture of the organization that employs them.

         
 

         In every culture in the world such phenomena as authority, bureaucracy, creativity, good fellowship, verification, and accountability are experienced in different ways. That we use the same words to describe them tends to make us unaware that our cultural biases and our accustomed conduct may not be appropriate, or shared.

         
 

         There is a presumption that internationalization will create, or at least lead to, a common culture worldwide. This commonality would make the life of international managers much simpler. People point to McDonald’s and Coca-Cola as examples of tastes, markets, and hence cultures becoming similar everywhere. There are, indeed, many products and services becoming common to world markets. What is important to consider, however, is not what they are and where they are found physically, but what they mean to the people in each culture. As we will describe later, the essence of culture is not what is visible on the surface. It is the shared ways groups of people understand and interpret the world. So the fact that we can all listen to iPods and MP3 players and eat hamburgers tells us that there are some novel products that can be sold on a universal message, but it does not tell us what eating hamburgers or listening to iPods and MP3 players means in different cultures. Dining at McDonald’s was at one time a show of status in Moscow, whereas it is a fast meal for a fast buck in New York. If business people want to gain understanding of and allegiance to their corporate goals, policies, products, or services, wherever they are doing business, they must understand what those and other aspects of management mean in different cultures.

         
 

         In addition to exploring why universal applications of Western management theory may not work, we will try to deal with the growing dilemma facing international managers that is known as “glocalization.”

         
 

         As markets globalize, the need for standardization in organizational design, systems, and procedures increases. Yet managers are also under pressure to adapt their organizations to the local characteristics of the market, the legislation, the fiscal regime, the sociopolitical system, and the cultural system. This balance between consistency and adaptation is essential for corporate success.

         
 

         Paralysis Through Analysis:  
The Elixir of the Management Profession

         
 

         Peters and Waterman in In Search of Excellence hit the nail on the head with their critique of “the rational model” and “paralysis through analysis.” Western analytical thinking (analyzing a phenomenon to death and rationally reckoning the consequences before you act) has led to many international successes in fields of technology. Indeed, technologies do work by the same universal rules everywhere, even on the moon. Yet the very success of the universalistic philosophy now threatens to become a handicap when applied to interactions between human beings from different cultures.

         
 

         The human being is a special piece of technology, and the results of our studies, extensively discussed in this book, indicate that the social world of the international organization has many more dimensions to deal with.
 

         Some managers, especially in Japan, recognize the multidimensional character of their companies. They seem able to use a logic appropriate to machines (analytic-rational) and a logic more appropriate to social relations (synthetic-intuitive), switching between the two as needed.

         
 

         In the process of internationalization the Japanese increasingly take the functioning of local society seriously. They were not the first to observe, “Si fueris Romae, Romano vivito more” (When in Rome …), but they seem to act on this precept more than Westerners do. The Japanese have, moreover, added another dimension: “When in Rome, understand the behavior of the Romans, and thus become an even more complete Japanese.”

         
 

         In opposition we have our Western approach, based on American business education, which treats management as a profession and regards emotionally detached rationality as “scientifically” necessary. This numerical, cerebral approach dominates not only American business schools but also other economic and business faculties. Such schools educate their students by giving them the right answers to the wrong questions. Statistical analysis, forecasting techniques, and operational studies are not “wrong.” These endeavors comprise important technical skills. The mistake is to assume that technical rationality should characterize the human element in the organization. No one is denying the existence of universally applicable scientific laws with objective consequences. These laws are, doubtless, culture free. However, the belief that human cultures in the workplace should resemble the laws of physics and engineering is a cultural, not a scientific, belief. It is a universal assumption that does not win universal agreement, or even come close to doing so.

         
 

         The internationalization of business life requires more knowledge of cultural patterns. Pay-for-performance, for example, can work out well in the cultures where we have had most of our training: the US, the Netherlands, and the UK. In more communitarian cultures such as France, Germany, and large parts of Asia it may not be so successful, at least not the Anglo-Saxon version of pay-for-performance. Employees may not accept the notion that individual members of the group should excel in a way that reveals the shortcomings of other members. Their definition of an “outstanding individual” is one who benefits those closest to him or her. Customers in more communitarian cultures also take offense at the “quick buck” mentality of the best salespeople; they prefer to build up relationships carefully, and maintain them.

         
 

         How Proven Formulas Can Lead to Wrong Results
 

         Why is it that many management processes lose effectiveness when cultural borders are crossed?
 

         Many multinational companies apply formulas in overseas areas that are derived from, and are successful in, their own culture. International management consulting firms of Anglo-Saxon origin are still using similar methods to the neglect of cultural differences.

         
 

         An Italian computer company received advice from a prominent international management consulting firm to restructure to a matrix organization. It did so and failed; the task-oriented approach of the matrix structure challenged loyalty to the functional boss. In Italy bosses are like fathers, and you cannot have two fathers.
 

         Culture is like gravity: you do not experience it until you jump six feet into the air. Local managers may not openly criticize a centrally developed appraisal system or reject the matrix organization, especially if confrontation or defiance is not culturally acceptable to them. In practice, though, beneath the surface, the silent forces of culture operate a destructive process, biting at the roots of centrally developed methods that do not “fit” locally.

         
 

         The flat hierarchy, SBUs, MBO, matrix organizations, assessment centers, TQM, BPR, and pay-for-performance are subjects of discussion in nearly every bestseller about management, and not only in the Western world. Reading these books (for which managers happily do not have much time any more) creates a feeling of euphoria. “If I follow these Ten Commandments, I’ll be the modern leader, the change master, the champion.” A participant from Korea told us in quite a cynical tone that he admired the US for solving one of the last major problems in business: how to get rid of people in the process of reengineering. The fallacy of the “one best way” is a management fallacy that is dying a slow death.

         
 

         Although the organizational theory developed in the 1970s introduced the environment as an important consideration, it was unable to kill the dream of the one best way of organizing. It did not measure the effects of national culture, but systematically pointed to the importance of the market, the technology, and the product for determining the most effective methods of management and organization.

         
 

         If you study similar organizations in different cultural environments, you find that they often turn out to be remarkably uniform by major criteria: number of functions, levels of hierarchy, degree of specialization, and so on. Instead of proving anything, this finding may mean little more than that uniformity has been imposed on global operations, or that leading company practices have been carefully imitated, or even that technologies have their own imperatives. Research of this kind has often claimed that this “proves” that the organization is culture free. But the wrong questions have been asked. The issue is not whether a hierarchy in the Netherlands has six levels, as does a similar company in Singapore, but what the hierarchy and those levels mean to the Dutch and Singaporeans. Where the meaning is totally different—for example, a “chain of command” versus a “family”—then human-resource policies developed to implement the first will seriously miscommunicate in the latter context.

         
 

         In this book we examine the visible and invisible ways in which culture impacts on organizations. The more fundamental differences in culture and their effects may not be directly measurable by objective criteria, but they will certainly play an important role in the success of an international organization.
 

         Culture Is the Way in Which People  Solve Problems
 

         A useful way of thinking about where culture comes from is the following: culture is the way in which a group of people solves problems and reconciles dilemmas.1 The particular problems and dilemmas each culture must resolve will be outlined later in this chapter. If we focus first on what culture is, perhaps it is easiest to start with an example.

         
 

         Imagine you are on a flight to South Africa and the pilot says, “We have some problems with the engine, so we will land temporarily in Burundi.” (For those who do not know Burundi, it is next to Rwanda.) What is your first impression of Burundi culture once you enter the airport building? It is not, “What a nice set of values these people have,” or even, “Don’t they have an interesting shared system of meaning.” It is the concrete, observable things such as language, food, and dress. Culture comes in layers, like an onion. To understand it, you have to unpeel it layer by layer.

         
 

         On the outer layer are the products of culture, such as the soaring skyscrapers of Manhattan, pillars of private power, with congested public streets between them. These products are expressions of deeper values and norms in a society that are not directly visible (values such as upward mobility, “the more, the better,” status, and material success). The layers of values and norms are deeper within the “onion” and are more difficult to identify.

         
 

         But why do values and norms sink down into semiawareness and unexamined beliefs? Why are they so different in different parts of the world?
 

         A problem that is regularly solved disappears from consciousness and becomes a basic assumption, an underlying premise. It is not until you are trying to get rid of the hiccups and hold your breath for as long as you possibly can that you think about your need for oxygen. These basic assumptions define the meaning that a group shares. They are implicit.
 

         Take the following discussion between a medical doctor and a patient. The patient asks the doctor, “What’s the matter with me?” The doctor answers, “Pneumonia.” “What causes pneumonia?” “It is caused by a virus.” “Interesting,” says the patient, “and what causes a virus?” The doctor shows signs of severe irritation, and the discussion dies. Very often that is a signal that the questioner has hit a basic assumption, or, in the words of Collingwood, an absolute presupposition about life.2 What is taken for granted, unquestioned reality: this is the core of the onion.

         
 

         National, Corporate, and Professional Culture
 

         Culture also presents itself on different levels. At the highest level is the culture of a national or regional society, such as the French or west European versus the Singaporean or Asian. The way in which attitudes are expressed within a specific organization is described as a corporate or organizational culture. Finally, we can even talk about the culture of particular functions within organizations: marketing, research and development, personnel. People within certain functions  will tend to share certain professional and ethical orientations. This book will focus on the first level, the differences in culture at a national level.

         
 

         Cultural differences do not exist only with regard to faraway, exotic countries. In the course of our research it has become increasingly clear that there are at several levels as many differences between the cultures of West Coast and East Coast America as there are between different nations (although for the purposes of this book most American references are averaged). All the examples show that there is a clear-cut cultural border between the northwest European (analysis, logic, systems, and rationality) and the Euro-Latin (more person-related, more use of intuition and sensitivity). There are even significant differences between the neighboring Dutch and Belgians.

         
 

         The average Belgian manager has a family idea of the organization. He or she experiences the organization as paternalistic and hierarchical, and, as in many Latin cultures, father decides how it should be done. The Belgian sees the Dutch manager as overly democratic: what nonsense that everybody consults everybody. The Dutch manager thinks in a way more consistent with the Protestant ethic than the Belgian, who thinks and acts in a more Catholic way. Most Dutch managers distrust authority, while Belgian managers tend to respect it.

         
 

         Nearly all discussions about the unification of Europe deal with techno-legal matters. But when these problems are solved, the real problem emerges. Nowhere do cultures differ so much as inside Europe. If you are going to do business with the French, you will first have to learn how to lunch extensively. The founder of the European Community, Jean Monnet, once declared, “If I were again facing the challenge to integrate Europe, I would probably start with culture.”3 Culture is the context in which things happen; out of context, even legal matters lack significance.

         
 

         The Basis of Cultural Differences
 

         Every culture distinguishes itself from others by the specific solutions it chooses to certain problems that reveal themselves as dilemmas. It is convenient to look at these problems under three headings: those that arise from our relationships with other people; those that come from the passage of time; and those that relate to the environment. Our research, to be described in the following chapters, examines culture within these three categories. From the solutions that different cultures have chosen to these universal problems, we can further identify seven fundamental dimensions of culture. Five of these come from the first category, relationships with people, the other two from dealing with time and the environment.

         
 

         Relationships with People
 

         There are five orientations covering the ways in which human beings deal with each other. We have taken Parsons’s five relational orientations as a starting point.4

         
 

         

             


         
 

         1. Universalism versus particularism. The universalist approach is roughly: “What is good and right can be defined and always applies.” In particularist cultures far greater attention is given to the obligations of relationships and unique circumstances. For example, instead of assuming that the one good way must always be followed, the particularist reasoning is that friendship has special obligations and hence may come first. Less attention is given to abstract societal codes.

         
 

         

             


         
 

         2. Individualism versus communitarianism. Do people regard themselves primarily as individuals or primarily as part of a group? Furthermore, is it more important to focus on individuals so that they can contribute to the community as and if they wish, or is it more important to consider the community first, since that is shared by many individuals?

         
 

         

             


         
 

         3. Neutral versus affective. Should the nature of our interactions be objective and detached, or is expressing emotion acceptable? In North America and northwest Europe business relationships are typically instrumental and all about achieving objectives. The brain checks emotions because these are believed to confuse the issues. The assumption is that we should resemble our machines in order to operate them more efficiently. But farther south and in many other cultures, business is a human affair, and the whole gamut of emotions is deemed appropriate. Loud laughter, banging your fist on the table, or leaving a conference room in anger during a negotiation is all part of business.

         
 

         

             


         
 

         4. Specific versus diffuse. When the whole person is involved in a business relationship, there is a real and personal contact, instead of the specific relationship prescribed by a contract. In many countries a diffuse relationship is not only preferred but also necessary before business can proceed.

         
 

         In the case of one American company trying to win a contract with an Argentinean customer, disregard for the importance of the relationship lost the deal. The American company made a slick, well-thought-out presentation that it thought clearly demonstrated its superior product and lower price. Its Swedish competitor took a week to get to know the customer. For five days the Swedes spoke about everything except the product. On the last day, the product was introduced. Though the product was somewhat less attractive and slightly higher priced than the American version, the diffuse involvement of the Swedish company got the order. The Swedish company had learned that doing business in particular countries involves more than overwhelming the customer with technical details and fancy slides. (See Chapter 7 for further discussion of this case.)

         
 

         

             


         
 

         5. Achievement versus ascription. Achievement means that you are judged on what you have recently accomplished and on your record. Ascription means that status is attributed to you by birth, kinship, gender, or age, but also by your connections (the people you know) and your educational record (e.g., a graduate of Tokyo University or Haute Ecole Polytechnique).

         
 

         In an achievement culture, the first question is likely to be “What did you study?” In a more ascriptive culture the question will more likely be “Where did you study?” Only if it was a lousy university or one they do not recognize will ascriptive people ask what you studied; and that will be to enable you to save face. 

         
 

         Attitudes with Regard to Time
 

         The way in which societies look at time also differs. In some societies what somebody has achieved in the past is not that important. It is more important to know what plan the person has developed for the future. In other societies you can make more of an impression with your past accomplishments than those of today. These are cultural differences that greatly influence corporate activities.

         
 

         With respect to time, the American Dream is the French Nightmare. Americans generally start from zero, and what matters is their present performance and their plan to “make it” in the future. This is nouveau riche for the French, who prefer the opposite—the ancien pauvre; they have an enormous sense of the past and relatively less focus on the present and future than Americans.

         
 

         In certain cultures such as the American, Swedish, and Dutch, time is perceived as passing in a straight line, a sequence of disparate events. Other cultures think of time more as moving in a circle, the past and present together with future possibilities. This distinction makes for considerable differences to planning, strategy, investment, and views on home-growing your talent as opposed to buying it in. For more information on the time dimension-horizon, please refer to the Web support pages (page 16).
 

         Attitudes with Regard to the Environment
 

         An important cultural difference can also be found in the attitude toward the environment. Some cultures see the major focus affecting their lives and the origins of vice and virtue as residing within the person. Here, motivations and values are derived from within. Other cultures see the world as more powerful than individuals. They see nature as something to be feared or emulated.

         
 

         The then chairman of Sony, Akio Morita, explained how he came to conceive of the Walkman. A lover of classical music, he wanted to have a way of listening to recordings on his way to work without bothering any fellow commuters. The Walkman was a way of not imposing on the outside world, but of being in harmony with it. Contrast that to the way most Westerners think about using the device and later versions like iPod and MP3. “I can listen to music without being disturbed by other people.”

         
 

         Another obvious example is the use of face masks that are worn over the nose and mouth. In Tokyo you see many people wearing them, especially in winter. When you inquire why, you are told that when people have colds or a virus, they wear them so they will not “pollute” or infect other people by breathing on them. In London they are worn by cyclists and other amateur athletes who do not want to be “polluted” by the environment.
 

         Structure of the Book
 

         This book will describe why there is no “one best way of managing” and how some of the difficult dilemmas of international management can be mediated. Throughout, it will attempt to give readers more insight into their own culture and how it differs from others.
 

         Chapters 2 through 8 will initiate the reader into the world of cultural diversity in relations with other people. How do cultures differ in this respect? In what ways do these differences impact on organizations and the conduct of international business? How are the relationships between employees affected? In what different ways do people learn and solve conflicts?

         
 

         Chapters 9 and 10 discuss variations in cultural attitudes to time and the environment, respectively, which have very similar consequences for organizations.

         
 

         Chapter 11 discusses how general cultural assumptions about human beings, time, and the environment affect the culture of organizations. It identifies the four broad types of organization that have resulted, including their hierarchies, relationships, goals, and structures.
 

         Chapter 12 considers how managers can prepare the organization for the process of internationalization through some specific points of intervention. This chapter is intended to deal in a creative way with the dilemmas of internationalization, as well as to reinforce the message that an international future depends on achieving a balance between any two extremes.
 

         What will emerge is that the whole centralization-versus-decentralization debate is really a false dichotomy. What is needed is the skill, sensitivity, and experience to draw on all the decentralized capacities of the international organization.

         
 

         Chapter 13 analyzes the different steps that people need to take to reconcile cultural dilemmas. This is done through a case study that elicits the various problems that occur when professional people from different cultures meet.
 

         Chapter 14 offers our structure for dealing with cultural differences in mergers and acquisitions, which centers on a stepwise framework for securing the business case and associated mission or vision, leading to the elicitation of the key dilemmas that need to be reconciled.
 

         Chapter 15 illustrates some ethnic differences and the effect on culture of gender, age, functional background, and type of industry. We will conclude that the cultures of nations are an important factor in defining the meaning that people assign to their environment, but that other factors should not be ignored.
 

         Chapter 16 reflects on the components of the whole book to offer an integrative model for the future success of organizations in the effort to secure a sustainable future, based on the reconciliation of the sectional interests of stakeholders, and provides a vehicle for finally linking culture to the bottom line.
 

         What this book attempts to make possible is the genuinely international organization, sometimes called the transnational, in which each national culture contributes its own particular insights and strengths to the solution of worldwide issues and the company is able to draw on whatever it is that nations do best.

         
 

         

            
CULTURAL DATA 

            
 

            Throughout the book, we give examples of “stereotypical” responses from representative samples in major countries to our basic cultural instruments to illustrate the concepts being discussed based on our earlier cultural data. These responses serve to illustrate what we might describe as the underlying cultural norms of that country relevant to the development of business and management styles prior to the boom in globalization over the last 20 years. They are intended to help the reader reflect on the origins of cultural differences relevant to business, rather than for modern-day tourists.

            
 

            The effects of globalization, immigration, and other socioeconomic shifts (e.g., European convergence) based on our more recent cultural data are given special consideration in Chapter 15. It is now too simplistic to try to describe the (single) culture of country X without taking into consideration the effects of immigration, the development of multicultural societies, age and generation differences, and where corporate culture is a major variable.

            
 

            Readers who would like access to our ongoing and continually updated data and data from other countries not dealt with in this book are referred to our website: www.ridingthewavesofculture.com.
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            The One Best Way of Organizing Does Not Exist


         
 

         HOWEVER OBJECTIVE and uniform one may try to make organizations, they will not have the same meaning for individuals from different cultures. The meanings perceived depend on certain cultural preferences, which we shall describe. Likewise, the meaning that people give to the organization, including their concept of its structure, practices, and policies, is culturally defined.

         
 

         Culture is a shared system of meanings. It dictates what we pay attention to, how we act, and what we value. Culture organizes such values into what Geert Hofstede calls “mental programs.”1 The behavior of people within organizations is an enactment of such programs.

         
 

         Each of us carries within us the ways we have learned about organizing our experience to mean something. This approach is described as phenomenological, meaning that the way people perceive phenomena around them is coherent, orderly, and sensible.

         
 

         A fellow employee from a different culture makes one interpretation of the meaning of an organization while we make our own. Why? What can we learn from this alternative way of seeing things? Can we let that employee contribute in his or her own way?

         
 

         This approach to understanding an international organization is in strong contrast to the traditional approach, in which managers or researchers decide unilaterally how the organization should be defined. Traditional studies have been based on the physical, verifiable characteristics of organizations, which are assumed to have a common definition for all people, everywhere, at all times. Instead of this approach, which looks for laws and common properties among “things” observed, we shall look for consistent ways in which cultures structure the perceptions of what they experience.

         
 

         Our more recent research confirms that different cultures share similar business problems but that how they (initially) approach these problems is culturally determined. The significance of these different points of view has practical implications for doing business and managing in today’s world, and we will discuss how these differences can be accommodated through reconciliation.

         
 

         What the Gurus Tell Us
 

         Management gurus such as Frederick Taylor, Henri Fayol, Peter Drucker, Mike Hammer, James Champy, and Tom Peters have one thing in common: they all gave the impression, consciously or unconsciously, that there was one best way to manage and to organize. We shall be showing how very American and, in the case of Fayol, how French these assumptions were. Not much has changed in this respect since they wrote their seminal books. Is it not desirable to be able to give management a box of tools that will reduce the complexities of managing? Of course it is. We see the manager reach for the tools to limit complexity, but unfortunately the approach tends to limit innovation and intercultural success as well.

         
 

         Yet studies in the 1970s already showed that the effectiveness of certain methods does depend on the environment in which we operate.
 

         Since then, most so-called contingency studies have asked how the major structures of the organization vary in accordance with major variables in the environment. They have tended to show that if the environment is essentially simple and stable, then steep hierarchies survive, but if it is complex and turbulent, flatter hierarchies engage it more profitably. Such studies have mainly been confined to one country, usually the US. Both structure and environment are measured, and the results explain that X amount of environmental turbulence evokes Y amount of hierarchical levels, leading to Z amount of performance. The fact that Japanese corporations operated in particularly turbulent environments with much steeper hierarchies has not as a rule been addressed.

         
 

         We should note that these contingency studies are still searching for one best way in specified circumstances. They still believe that their universalism is scientific, when in fact it is a cultural preference. “One best way” is a yearning, not a fact. Michel Crozier, the French sociologist, working in 1964, could find no studies that related organizations to their sociocultural environments.2 Of course, those who search for sameness will usually find it, and if you stick to examining common objects and processes, like refining oil according to chemical science, then pipes will be found to have the same function the world over. If the principles of chemical engineering are the same, why not all principles? It seems a plausible equation.

         
 

         Talcott Parsons, an American sociologist, already mid-20th century, suggested that organizations have to adapt not simply to the environment but also to the views of participating employees.3 It has been only in recent years that this consideration of employee perceptions, and differing cultures, has surfaced in management literature.

         
 

         Neglect of Culture in Action
 

         Take the following meeting of a management team trying to internationalize a company’s activities. This case is a summary of an interview with a North American human-resource manager, a case history that will be referred to throughout the book. Although the case is real, the names of the company and the participants are fictitious.
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THE MISSOURI COMPUTATIONAL COMPANY (MCC)

            
 

            MCC, founded in 1952, is a very successful American company. It develops, produces, and sells medium-sized and large computers. The company currently operates as a multinational in North and South America, Europe, Southeast Asia, Australia, and the Middle East. Sales activities are regionally structured. The factories are in St. Louis and Newark (New Jersey); the most important research activities take place in St. Louis.

            
 

            Production, R&D, personnel, and finance are coordinated at the American head office. Business units handle the regional sales responsibilities. This decentralized structure does have to observe certain centralized limitations regarding logos, letter formats, types of products, and financial criteria. Standardization of labor conditions, function classification, and personnel planning are coordinated centrally, whereas hiring is done by the regional branches. Each regional branch has its own personnel and finance departments. The management meets every two weeks, and this week’s meeting is focusing on globalization issues.

            
 

            INTERNATIONALIZATION

            
 

            Mr. Johnson paid extra attention in the management meeting. As vice president of human resources worldwide, he could be facing serious problems. Management recognizes that the spirit of globalization is becoming more active every day. Not only do the clients have more international demands, but also production facilities need to be set up in more and more countries.

            
 

            This morning a new logo was introduced to symbolize the worldwide image of the company. The next item on the agenda was a worldwide marketing plan.

            
 

            Mr. Smith, the CEO, saw a chance to bring forward what his M.B.A. taught him to be universally applicable management tools. In addition to global images and marketing, he saw global production, finance, and human-resource management as supporting the international breakthrough.

            
 

            Johnson’s hair started to rise as he listened to his colleague’s presentation. “The organization worldwide should be flatter. An excellent technique for this would be to follow the project approach that has been so successful in the US.” Johnson’s follow-up question about the acceptance of this approach in southern Europe and South America was brushed aside with a short reply regarding the extra time that would be allotted to introduce it in these cultures. The generous allocation of six months would be provided to make even the most unwilling culture understand and appreciate the beauty of shorter lines of communication.

            
 

            Finally, all of this would be supported by a strong pay-for-performance system so that, in addition to having more effective structures, the employees would be directed toward the right goals.

            
 

            Johnson’s last try to introduce a more “human” side to the discussion concerning the implementation of the techniques and policy instruments was useless. The finance manager, Mr. Finley, expressed the opinion of the entire management team: “We all know that cultural differences are decreasing with the increasing reach of the media. We should be world leaders and create a future environment that is a microcosm of Missouri.”
 

            Mr. Johnson frowned at the prospect of next week’s international meeting in Europe.
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         Mr. Johnson knew from experience there would be trouble in communicating this stance to European human-resource managers. He could empathize with the Europeans, while knowing that central management did not really intend to be arrogant in extending a central policy worldwide. What could he do to get the best outcome from his next meeting? We shall follow this through in Chapter 4.

         
 

         Culture as a Side Dish?
 

         Culture still seems like a luxury item to most managers, a dish on the side. In actuality, culture pervades and radiates meanings into every aspect of the enterprise. Culture patterns the whole field of business relationships. The Dutch author remembers a conversation he had with a Dutch expatriate in Singapore. The latter registered surprise when questioned about the ways in which he accommodated the local culture when implementing management and organization techniques. Before answering, he tried to find out why he should have been asked such a stupid question. “Do you work for personnel, by any chance?” Then he took the author on a tour through the impressive refinery. “Do you really think the products we have and the technology we use allow us to take local culture into consideration?”

         
 

         Granted, it would be difficult for a continuous-process company to accommodate the wishes of most Singaporeans to be home at night. In other words, reality seems to show us that variables such as product, technology, and markets are much more of a determinant than culture is. In one sense this conclusion is correct. Integrated technologies have a logic of their own that operates regardless of where the plant is located. Cultures do not compete with or repeal these laws. They simply supply the social context in which the technology operates. A refinery is always a refinery, but the culture in which it is located may see it as an imperialist plot, a precious lifeline, the last chance for an economic takeoff, a prop for a medieval potentate, or a weapon against the West. It all depends on the cultural context.

         
 

         It is entirely possible for organizations to be the same in such objective dimensions as physical plant, layout, or product, yet totally different in the meanings that the surrounding human cultures read into them. We once interviewed a Venezuelan process operator, showing him the company organization chart and asking him to indicate how many layers he had above and below him. To our surprise he indicated more levels than there were on the chart. We asked him how he could see these. “This person next to me,” he explained, “is above me, because he is older.”

         
 

         One of the exercises we conduct in our workshops is to have participants choose between the following two extreme ways to conceive of a company, asking them which they think is usually true, as well as which most people in their country would opt for.

         
 

         

            A. One way is to see a company as a system designed to perform functions and tasks in an efficient way. People are hired to perform these functions with the help of machines and other equipment. They are paid for the tasks they perform.

            
 

            B. A second way is to see a company as a group of people working together. They have social relations with other people and with the organization. The functioning is dependent on these relations.

            


         
 

         Figure 2.1 shows the wide range of national responses. Only a little more than a third of French, Korean, or Japanese managers see a company   as a system rather than a social group, whereas the British and Americans are fairly evenly divided, and there is a large majority in favor of the system in Russia and several countries of eastern Europe.
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               Figure 2.1. Which Kind of Company Is Normal?

               


            


         
 

         These differing interpretations are important influences on the interactions between individuals and groups. Formal structures and management techniques may appear uniform. Indeed, they imitate hard technologies in order to achieve this effect, but just as plant and equipment have different cultural meanings, so do social technologies.
 

         

         
 

         An Alternative Approach
 

         All organizational instruments and techniques are based on paradigms (sets of assumptions). An assumption often taken for granted is that social reality is “out there,” separated from the manager or researcher in the same way as the matter of a physics experiment is “out there.” The physics researchers can give the physical elements in their experiments any name they want. Dead things do not talk back and do not define themselves.

         
 

         The human world, however, is markedly different. As Alfred Shutz pointed out, when we encounter other social systems, they have already given names to themselves and decided how they want to live and how the world is to be interpreted.4 We may label them if we wish, but we cannot expect them to understand or accept our definitions, unless these definitions correspond to their own. We cannot strip people of their commonsense constructs or routine ways of seeing. They come to us as whole systems of patterned meanings and understandings. We can only try to understand, and to do so means starting with the way they think and building from there.

         
 

         Hence, organizations do not simply react to their environment as a ship might to waves. They actively select, interpret, choose, and create their environments.
 

         Summary
 

         In spite of globalization and many merger failures, individuals and organizations continue to act as they do without considering the meanings they attribute to their environment. “A complex market” is not an objective description so much as a cultural perception. Complex to whom? To an Ethiopian or to an American? Feedback sessions in which people explore their mistakes can produce “useful feedback” according to American management culture and “enforced admissions of failure” in a German management culture. One culture may be inspired by the very thing that depresses another.

         
 

         The organization and its structures are thus more than objective reality; they comprise fulfillments or frustrations of the mental models held by real people.

         
 

         Rather than there being “one best way of organizing,” there are several ways, some much more culturally appropriate and effective than others, but all of them giving international managers additional strings to their bow if they are willing and able to clarify the reactions of foreign cultures.
 

         

            Notes
 

            1. G. Hofstede, Culture’s Consequences (London: Sage, 1980).

            
 

            2. M. Crozier, The Bureaucratic Phenomenon (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1964).

            
 

            3. T. Parsons, The Social System (New York: Free Press, 1951).

            
 

            4. A. Schutz, On Phenomenology and Social Relations (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1970).
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            The Meaning of Culture


         
 

         A FISH DISCOVERS its need for water only when it is no longer in it. Our own culture is like water to a fish. It sustains us. We live and breathe through it. What one culture may regard as essential—a certain level of material wealth, for example—may not be so vital to other cultures.

         
 

         The Concept of Culture
 

         Social interaction, or meaningful communication, presupposes common ways of processing information among the people interacting. These presuppositions have consequences for doing business as well as managing across cultural boundaries. Even “at home,” managers are faced with an increasingly diverse and multicultural workforce. The mutual dependence of the actors is due to the fact that together they constitute a connected system of meanings: a shared definition of a situation by a group.

         
 

         How do these shared beliefs come about, and what is their influence on the interactions between members of an organization? An absolute condition for meaningful interaction in business and management is the existence of mutual expectations.

         
 

         On a cold winter night in Amsterdam I (the Dutch author) see someone enter a cigar shop. His Burberry coat and horn spectacles reveal him to be well off. He buys a pack of cigarettes and takes a box of matches. He then visits the newspaper stand, purchases a Dutch newspaper, and quickly walks to a wind-free corner near the shopping gallery. I approach him and ask if I can smoke a cigarette with him and whether he would mind if I read the second section of his paper. He looks at me unbelievingly and says, “I need this corner to light my paper.” He throws me the pack of cigarettes, because he does not smoke. When I stand back, I see that he lights the newspaper and holds his hands above the flames. He turns out to be homeless, searching for warmth and too shy to purchase a single box of matches without the cigarettes.

         
 

         In this situation my expectations are not met by the individual observed. My expectations about the behavior of the man say more about myself than about him. What I expect depends on where I come from and the meanings I give to what I experience. Expectations occur on many different levels, from concrete, explicit levels to implicit and subconscious ones. I am misled not only by the “meaning” of the man’s clothing and appearance, but also on the simple level of the newspaper and cigarettes. When we observe such symbols, they trigger certain expectations. When the expectations of the person with whom we are communicating meet our own, there is mutuality of meaning.
 

         The existence of mutual beliefs is not the first thing that comes to mind when you think about culture. In cultural training workshops, we often start by asking participants, “What does the concept of culture mean to you? Can you differentiate a number of components?” In 25 years we have seldom encountered two or more groups or individuals with identical suggestions regarding the concept of culture. This variety among responses shows the inclusiveness of the concept. The more difficult question is, perhaps, “Can you name anything that is not encompassed by the concept of culture?”

         
 

         The Layers of Culture
 

         Figure 3.1 is a graphic representation of culture as a series of nested spheres. 

         
 

         

            
[image: ] 

               Figure 3.1. A Model of Culture

               


            


         
 

         The Outer Layer: Explicit Products
 

         Go back to the temporary flight detour to Burundi from Chapter 1. What are the first things you encounter on a cultural level? Most likely it is not the strange combination of norms and values. Nor is it the sharing of meanings and value orientations. An individual’s first experience of a new culture is the less esoteric, more concrete factors. This level consists of explicit culture.

         
 

         Explicit culture is the observable reality of the language, food, buildings, houses, monuments, agriculture, shrines, markets, fashions, and art. They are the symbols of a deeper level of culture. Prejudices mostly start on this symbolic and observable level. We should never forget that, as in the Burberry coat example, each opinion we form regarding explicit culture usually says more about where we come from than about the community we are judging.

         
 

         If we see a group of Japanese managers bowing, we are obviously observing explicit culture as the sheer act of bending. However, if we ask the Japanese, “Why do you bow?”—a question they may not welcome—we penetrate the next layer of culture.

         
 

         

         
 

         The Middle Layer: Norms and Values
 

         Explicit culture reflects deeper layers of culture, the norms and values of an individual group. Norms are the mutual sense a group has of what is “right” and “wrong.” Norms can develop on a formal level as written laws, and on an informal level as social control. Values, on the other hand, determine the definition of “good” and “bad” and are therefore closely related to the ideals shared by a group.

         
 

         A culture is relatively stable when the norms reflect the values of the group. When this is not the case, there will most likely be a destabilizing tension. In eastern Europe we have seen for years how the norms of Communism failed to match the values of society. Disintegration is a logical result.

         
 

         While the norms, consciously or subconsciously, give us a feeling of “this is how I normally should behave,” values give us a feeling of “this is how I aspire or desire to behave.” A value serves as a criterion to determine a choice from existing alternatives. It is the concept an individual or group has regarding the desirable. For instance, in one culture people might agree with the value: “Hard work is essential to a prosperous society.” Yet the behavioral norm sanctioned by the group may be: “Do not work harder than the other members of the group, because then we would all be expected to do more and would end up worse off.” Here the norm differs from the value. If you attend a job interview, do you wear a smart business suit (because that is the expected “norm”) or do you select your attire on the basis of what you believe in (your own “values”)? If the decision outcomes are the same, then there is no tension, but if you prefer to dress casually but are expected to dress more formally, then there is a conflict.

         
 

         Some Japanese might say that they bow because they like to greet people: that is a value. Others might say they don’t know why except that they do it because the others do it. Then we are talking about a norm.
 

         It takes shared meanings of norms and values that are stable and salient for a group’s cultural tradition to be developed and elaborated.
 

         Why have different groups of people, consciously or subconsciously, chosen different definitions of good or bad, right or wrong?
 

         

         
 

         The Core: Assumptions About Existence
 

         To answer questions about basic differences in values between cultures, it is necessary to go back to the core of human existence.
 

         The most basic value for which people strive is survival. Historically, and presently, we have witnessed civilizations fighting daily with nature: the Dutch with rising water; the Swiss with mountains and avalanches; the Central Americans and Africans with droughts; and the Siberians with bitter cold.

         
 

         Members of each civilization have organized themselves to find the ways to deal most effectively with their environments, given their available resources. Such continuous problems are eventually solved automatically. The word culture comes from the same root as the verb cultivate, meaning “to till the soil”: the way people act on nature. The problems of daily life are solved in such obvious ways that the solutions disappear from our consciousness. If they did not, we would go crazy. Imagine having to concentrate on your need for oxygen every 30 seconds. The solutions disappear from our awareness and become part of our system of absolute assumptions.

         
 

         The best way to test if something is a basic assumption is to note if the question provokes confusion or irritation. You might, for example, observe that some Japanese bow more deeply than others. Again, if you ask why they do it, the answer might be that they don’t know but that the other person does it too (norm), or it might be that they want to show respect for authority (value). A typical Dutch question that might follow is: “Why do you respect authority?” The most likely Japanese reaction would be either puzzlement or a smile (which might be hiding irritation). When you question basic assumptions, you are asking questions that have never been asked before. It might lead to deeper insights, but it also might provoke annoyance. Try in the US or the Netherlands to raise the question of why people are equal and you will see what we mean.

         
 

         Groups of people organize themselves in such a way that they increase the effectiveness of their problem-solving processes. Because different groups of people have developed in different geographic regions, they have also formed different sets of logical assumptions.
 

         We see that a specific organizational culture or functional culture is nothing more than the way in which groups have organized themselves over the years to solve the problems and challenges presented to them. Changes in a culture happen because people realize that certain old ways of doing things do not work anymore. It is not difficult to change culture when people are aware that the survival of the community is at stake, where survival is considered desirable.

         
 

         From this fundamental relationship with the (natural) environment people, and after people the community, take the core meaning of life. This deepest meaning has escaped from conscious questioning and has become self-evident, because it is a result of routine responses to the environment. In this sense culture is anything but nature.
 

         Culture Directs Our Actions
 

         Culture is beneath awareness in the sense that no one bothers to verbalize it, yet it forms the roots of action. This aspect made one anthropologist liken it to an iceberg, with its largest implicit part beneath the water.

         
 

         Culture is made by humans, confirmed by others, conventionalized, and passed on for younger people or newcomers to learn. It provides people with a meaningful context in which to meet, to think about themselves, and to face the outer world.
 

         In the language of Clifford Geertz, culture is the means by which people “communicate, perpetuate, and develop their knowledge about attitudes toward life. Culture is the fabric of meaning in terms of which human beings interpret their experience and guide their action.”1

         
 

         Over time, the habitual interactions within communities take on familiar forms and structures, which we will call the organization of meaning. These structures are imposed on the situations that people confront and are not determined by the situation itself. For example, the wink of an eye: is it a physical reflex from dust in the eye or an invitation to a prospective date? Or could it be someone making fun of you to others? Perhaps a nervous tic? The wink itself is real, but its meaning is attributed to it by observers. The attributed meaning may or may not coincide with the intended meaning of the wink. Effective social interaction, though, requires that the attributed meaning and intended meaning coincide.

         
 

         Cultures can be distinguished from each other by the differences in shared meanings that they expect and attribute to their environment. Culture is not a “thing,” a substance with a physical reality of its own. Rather, it is made by people interacting and, at the same time, determining further interaction.

         
 

         Culture as a “Normal Distribution”
 

         People within a culture do not all have identical sets of artifacts, norms, values, and assumptions. Within each culture there is a wide spread of these elements. This spread does have a pattern around an average. So, in a sense, the variation around the norm can be seen as a normal distribution. Distinguishing one culture from another depends on the limits we want to impose on each side of the distribution.
 

         In principle, each culture shows the total variation of its human components. So while the US and France have many variations, there are also many similarities. The “average” or “most predictable” behavior, as depicted by Figure 3.2, will be different for these two countries.
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               Figure 3.2. Culture as Normal Distribution
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               Figure 3.3. Culture and Stereotyping

               


            


         
 

         Cultures whose norms differ significantly tend to speak about each other in terms of extremes (Figure 3.3). Americans might describe the French as having the behavioral characteristics shown on the left hand side of the graph, or the tail of the normal distribution. The French will use a similar caricature for the Americans, as you can see on the right hand side. This is because it is differences rather than sameness that we generally notice.
 

         This use of extreme, exaggerated forms of behavior is stereotyping. It is, understandably, the result of registering what surprises us, rather than what is familiar. But there are dangers in doing this. First, a stereotype is a very limited view of the average behavior in a certain environment. It exaggerates and caricatures the culture observed and, unintentionally, the observer.

         
 

         Second, people often equate something different with something wrong. “Their way is clearly different from ours, so it cannot be right.” Finally, stereotyping ignores the fact that individuals in the same culture do not necessarily behave according to the cultural norm. Individual personality mediates in each cultural system.

         
 

         It’s true that business leaders have always been concerned with changing demographics in order to profile customers and subgroups of customers. Business leaders are discovering how rapidly they need to rethink and reassess such groupings. They have to be concerned with multiple phenomena:

         
 

         

            • Structural changes (in population, age distributions, fecundity/birthrates of different cultures)

            
 

            • Migrations—net of immigration and emigration (acculturation, ethnicity, diversity, the development of multicultural societies)

            
 

            • Changes in beliefs and values held by different people (shifts, divergences, convergence of cultural norms and values)

            


         
 

         The total potential market is growing as the world population expands at an increasing rate, although it should be noted that this growth is not uniform and that in some areas—including Europe—the population is actually declining.
 

         The main growth continues to occur in the Far East, especially China, India, and Korea, and in accelerating developments in South America. It stands to reason that population growth does not imply a direct growth in market opportunity, especially because countries with larger growth rates also tend to be those with lower GNP per capita. More important, population growth in these regions results in a larger low-cost labor force, which is why many US and European organizations operate in these countries.

         
 

         However, even more dramatic are the changes in the structure of the population due to birthrates and life expectancy. These changes result because of differences in fecundity (fertility, health of mothers, and survival rates) and other changes in society (women in more developed societies restricting pregnancies and/or choosing to delay the onset of childbearing) combined with longer life expectancy. In some countries, such as Bangladesh, Pakistan, and India, life expectancy will double over the course of less than a century.

         
 

         While migration has little effect on overall population levels, it does contribute to changes in the population structure. Immigrants usually come from different cultural backgrounds and offer and create   different opportunities as well as challenges for business. Entirely new markets have been identified and satisfied (such as one for black adhesive plasters) for these immigrants as new customers. In addition, immigrants often become a new source of suppliers as they offer new, culturally led products and services to the host community—such as ethnic food shops and restaurants.

         
 

         So we have to be careful when describing what we mean by the typical “French,” for example, given demographic changes in the population. Do we mean today, or 20 years ago, or even before the French Revolution? Throughout this book and in explaining the fundamental ideas of culture, we will use the notion of “traditional” stereotypes to assist the reader in understanding the more important constructs. Later, we will address what real population changes mean and where and how we will need to consider acculturation and issues of cultural convergence and changes arising from aging populations and generation differences. (See Chapter 15.)

         
 

         Cultures Vary in Solutions 
 to Common Problems and Dilemmas

         
 

         To explain variations in the meaning organizations have for people working in them, we need to consider variations in meanings for different cultures. If we can identify and compare categories of culture that affect organizations, this will help us understand the cultural differences that must be managed in international business.

         
 

         In every culture a limited number of general, universally shared human problems need to be solved. One culture can be distinguished from another by the specific solution it chooses for those problems. The anthropologists F. Kluckhohn and F. L. Strodtbeck identify five categories of problems, arguing that all societies are aware of all possible kinds of solution but prefer them in different orders.2 Hence, in any culture there is a set of “dominant,” or preferred, value orientations. The five basic problems that humans face, according to this scheme, are as follows:

         
 

         

         
 

         

            1. What is the relationship of the individual to others? (relational orientation)

            
 

            2. What is the temporal focus of human life? (time orientation)

            
 

            3. What is the modality of human activity? (activity orientation)

            
 

            4. What is a human being’s relation to nature? (person-nature orientation)

            
 

            5. What is the character of innate human nature? (human nature orientation)

            


         
 

         In short, Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck argue that people are confronted with universally shared problems emerging from relationships with fellow beings, time, activities, and (human) nature. One culture can be distinguished from another by the arrangement of the specific solutions it selects for each set of problem situations. The solutions depend on the meaning given by people to life in general and to their fellows, time, and nature in particular.

         
 

         In our research we have distinguished seven dimensions of culture (Chapter 1), also based on societies’ differing solutions to relationships with other people, time, and nature. The following chapters will explain these dimensions and how they affect the process of managing across cultures.

         
 

         As opposed to running the risk of getting stuck by perceiving cultures as static points on a dual-axis map, we believe that cultures dance from one preferred end to the opposite and back. This approach means that we do not risk having one cultural category exclude its opposite, as has happened in so many similar studies, of which Hofstede’s five mutually exclusive categories are the best known. Rather, we believe that one cultural category seeks to “manage” its opposite and that value dimensions self-organize in systems to generate new meanings. Cultures are circles with preferred arcs joined together. In this revised edition we have therefore introduced new questions that measure the extent to which managers seek to integrate and reconcile values. Further, we are testing the hypothesis that cultures that have a natural tendency to reconcile seemingly opposing values have a better chance of being successful economically than cultures that lack that inclination. All cultures are similar in the dilemmas they confront, yet different in the solutions they find, which creatively transcend the opposites.

         
 

         Summary
 

         This chapter delineated how common meanings arise and how they are reflected through explicit symbols. We saw that culture presents itself to us in layers. The outer layers are the products and artifacts that symbolize the deeper, more basic values and assumptions about life. The different layers are not independent from one another, but are complementary.
 

         The shared meanings that are the core of culture are made by people and are incorporated into people within a culture, yet they transcend the people in the culture. In other words, the shared meanings of a group are within the members of the group and cause them to interpret things in particular ways, but the meanings are also open to be changed if more effective “solutions” to problems of survival are desired by the group.

         
 

         The solutions to three universal problems faced by humans distinguish one culture from another. The problems—people’s relationship to time, nature, and other human beings—are shared by people; their solutions are not. The latter depend on the cultural background of the group concerned. The categories of culture that emerge from the solutions that cultures choose will be the subject of the next seven chapters. Their significance to work-related relationships, management instruments, and organizational structures will also be explored.

         
 

         

            Notes
 

            1. C. Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures (New York: Basic Books, 1973).

            
 

            2. F. Kluckhohn and F. L. Strodtbeck, Variations in Value Orientations (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1961).

            


         


      


      

    


  

    

      

         

         
 

         

            4

            
 

            Relationships and Rules


         
 

         PEOPLE EVERYWHERE are confronted with three sources of challenge. They have relationships with other people, such as friends, employees, customers, and bosses. They must manage time and aging. And they must somehow come to terms with the external nature of the world, be it benign or threatening.

         
 

         We have already identified the five dimensions of human relationships. It has been easiest to summarize them in abstract terms that may seem rather abstruse. We list them again with some translations in parentheses.

         
 

         

            1. Universalism versus particularism (rules versus relationships)

            
 

            2. Individualism versus communitarianism (the individual versus the group)

            
 

            3. Neutral versus affective (the degree to which feelings are expressed)

            
 

            4. Diffuse versus specific (the degree of involvement)

            
 

            5. Achievement versus ascription (how status is accorded)

            


         
 

         These five value orientations greatly influence people’s ways of doing business and managing as well as their responses in the face of moral dilemmas. A person’s relative position along these dimensions guides the person’s beliefs and actions through life. For example, we all confront situations in which the established rules do not quite fit a particular   circumstance. Do we do what is deemed “right,” or do we adapt to the circumstances of the situation? If we are in a difficult meeting, do we show how strongly we feel and risk the consequences, or do we show “admirable restraint”? When we encounter a difficult problem, do we break it apart into pieces to understand it, or do we see everything as related to everything else? On what grounds do we show respect for someone’s status and power: because that person has achieved it, or because other circumstances (such as age, education, or lineage) define it? These are all dilemmas to which cultures have differing answers. Part of the purpose of culture is to provide answers and guide behavior in otherwise vexatious situations.

         
 

         Before discussing the first dimension—universal versus particular forms of relating to people—let us rejoin the perplexed Mr. Johnson of the Missouri Computational Company (MCC) from Chapter 2. He is due to preside over an international human-resources meeting in which 15 national representatives are expected to agree on the uniform implementation of a pay-for-performance system. Here is some background on MCC and a summary of its main policy directives.
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            Since the late 1970s MCC has been operating in more than 20 countries. As its foreign sales have grown, top management has become increasingly concerned about international coordination. Overseas growth, while robust, has been unpredictable. The company has therefore decided to coordinate the processes of measuring and rewarding achievement worldwide. Greater consistency in managing country operations is also on the agenda. There is not a complete disregard for national differences; the general manager worked in Germany for five years, and the marketing manager spent seven years in the Singapore operation.
 

            It has been agreed to introduce a number of policy principles that will permeate MCC plants worldwide. Management envisages a shareable definition of “how we do things in MCC” to let everyone in MCC, wherever the location in the world, know what the company stands for. Within this framework, there will be centrally coordinated policies for human resources, sales, and marketing.

            
 

            This approach would benefit customers, since they, too, are internationalizing in many cases. They need to know that MCC could provide high levels of service and effectiveness to their businesses, which increasingly cross borders. MCC needs to achieve consistent, recognizable standards regardless of the country in which it is operating. There is already a history of standardizing policies.

            
 

            THE REWARD SYSTEM

            
 

            Two years ago, confronted with heavy competition, the company decided to use a more differentiated reward system for the personnel who sold and serviced midsize computers. One of the reasons was to see whether the motivation of the American sales force could be increased. In addition, the company became aware that the best salespeople often left the firm for better-paying competitors. It decided on a two-year trial with the 15 active salespeople in the St. Louis area.
 

            Experiment with Pay-for-Performance
 

            The experiment consisted of the following elements:
 

            

               • A bonus was introduced that depended on the turnover figures each quarter for each salesperson: 100 percent over salary for the top salesperson; 60 percent for the second best; 30 percent for numbers three and four; and no bonus for the remainder.
 

               • The base salary of all salespeople of midsize computers was decreased by 10 percent.


            
 

            During the first year of the trial period there were continuous discussions among the affected employees. Five salespeople left the company, because they were convinced the system treated them unjustly. Total sales did not increase as a result of all this. Despite this disaster, management continued the experiment, based on the belief that this kind of change was necessary and would take time to be accepted.
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         The Universal Versus the Particular
 

         MCC in the US is of course operating in a universalist culture. But even here a universalist solution has run into particularist problems. This first dimension defines how we judge other people’s behavior. There are two “pure” yet alternative types of judgment. At one extreme we encounter an obligation to adhere to standards that are universally agreed to by the culture in which we live. “Do not lie. Do not steal. Do unto others as you would have them do unto you” (the Golden Rule), and so on. At the other extreme we encounter particular obligations to people we know. “X is my dear friend, so obviously I would not lie to him or steal from him. It would hurt us both to show less than kindness to one another.”

         
 

         Universalist, or rule-based, behavior tends to be abstract. Try crossing the street when the light is red in a predominantly rule-based society such as Switzerland or Germany. Even if there is no traffic, you will still be frowned at. It also tends to imply equality in the sense that all persons falling under the rule should be treated the same. Then again, situations are ordered by categories. For example, if “others” to whom you “do unto” are not categorized as human, the rules may not apply. Finally, rule-based conduct has a tendency to resist exceptions that might weaken that rule. There is a fear that once you start to make exceptions for illegal conduct, the system will collapse.

         
 

         Particularist judgments focus on the exceptional nature of present circumstances. This person is not “a citizen” but is my friend, my brother, my husband, my child, or a person of unique importance to me, with special claims on my love or my hatred. I must therefore sustain, protect, or discount this person no matter what the rules say.

         
 

         Businesspeople from both societies will tend to think each other corrupt. A universalist will say of particularists, “They cannot be trusted, because they will always help their friends,” and a particularist, conversely, will say of universalists, “You cannot trust them; they would not even help a friend.”

         
 

         In practice we all use both kinds of judgment, and in most situations we encounter they reinforce each other. If an employee is harassed in the workplace, we would disapprove of this action, because “harassment is immoral and against company rules” and/or because “it was a terrible experience for Jennifer and really upset her.” The universalist’s chief objection, though, will be the breach of rules: “Employees should not have to deal with harassment in the workplace; it is wrong.” The particularist is likely to be more disapproving of the fact that it caused distress to poor Jennifer.

         
 

         Problems are not always so easily agreed on as this one. Sometimes rules of supposed universal application do not cover a case of particular concern very well. There are circumstances much more complex than the rules appear to have envisaged. Consider the further adventures of the Missouri Computational Company, with its head office in St. Louis intent on imposing general policy guidelines on employees of many nations.
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            MCC has recently acquired a small but successful Swedish software company.  Its head founded it three years ago with his son Carl and was joined by  his newly graduated daughter, Clara, and his youngest son, Peter, 12  months ago. Since the acquisition MCC has injected considerable capital  in the company and also given the company its own computer distribution  and servicing in Sweden. This has been a real boost to the business.

            
 

            MCC is now convinced that rewards for salespeople must reflect the increasing competition in the market. It has decreed that at least 30 percent of remuneration must depend on individual performance. At the beginning of this year Carl married a very rich woman. The marriage is happy, and this state of affairs has had a positive effect on his sales record. He will easily earn the 30 percent bonus, though this amount will be small in relation to his total income, supplemented by his wife’s and by his share of the acquisition payment.

            
 

            Peter has a less happy marriage and much less money. His only-average sales figures will mean that his income will be reduced when he can ill afford it. Clara, who married while still in school, has two children and this year lost her husband in an air crash. This tragic event caused her to have a weak sales year.
 

            At the international sales conference national MCC managers present their salary and bonus ranges. The head of the Swedish company believes that performance should be rewarded and that favoritism should be avoided; he has many employees who are not family members. At the same time, he knows that unusual circumstances in the lives of his children have made this contest anything but fair. The rewards withheld will hurt more deeply than the rewards bestowed will motivate. He tries to explain the situation to Mr. Johnson, the American HR chief, and the British representative, resentative, who both look skeptical and talk about excuses. He does not pursue the issue.

            
 

            His colleagues from France, Italy, Spain, and the Middle East, who all know the situation, stare in disbelief. They would have backed him on the issue. His family later says they feel let down. This was not what they joined the company for.
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         This episode from our ongoing MCC case shows that universalist and particularist points of view are not always easy to reconcile. The culture you come from, your personality, your religion, and the bonds with those concerned lead you to favor one approach over another.
 

         Universalist Versus Particularist Orientations in Different Countries
 

         Much of the early research into this cultural dimension has come from the US and is influenced by American cultural preferences. The emerging consensus among these researchers, though, is that universalism is a feature of modernization per se, of more complex and developed societies. Particularism, they argue, is a feature of smaller, largely rural communities in which everyone knows everyone personally. The implication is that universalism and sophisticated business practice go together and that all nations might be better off for more nearly resembling the US.

         
 

         We do not accept this conclusion. Instead, we believe that cultural dilemmas need to be reconciled in a process of understanding the advantages of each cultural preference. The creation of wealth and the development of industry should be an evolving process of discovering more and better universals covering and sustaining more particular cases and circumstances.
 

         The story that follows, created by Americans Stouffer and Toby, is another exercise used in our workshops.1 It takes the form of a dilemma that measures universal and particularist responses.
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