The basis of cultural differences

Every culture distinguishes itself from others by the specific solutions it chooses to certain problems which reveal themselves as dilemmas. It is convenient to look at these problems under three headings: those which arise from our relationships with other people; those which come from the passage of time; and those which relate to the environment. Our re​search, to be described in the following chapters, examines culture within these three categories. From the solutions 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

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.
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 as​suming that the one good way must always be followed, the particu​larist reasoning is that friendship has special obligations and hence may come first. Less attention is given to abstract societal codes.
Individualism versus communitarianism. Do people regard them​selves primarily as individuals or primarily as part of a group? Furthermore, is it more important to fοcus on individuals so that they can contribute to the community as and if they wish, or is it more im​portant to consider the community first since that is shared by many individuals?

Neutral versus emotional. Should the nature of our interactions be ob​jective and detached, or is expressing emotion acceptable? In North America and northwest Europe business relationships are typically in​strumental and all about achieving objectives. The brain checks emo​tions 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 further south and in many other cultures, business is a human affair and the whole gamut of emotions are deemed appropri​ate. Loud laughter, banging your fist on the table or leaving a confer​ence room in anger during a negotiation is all part of business.

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

In the case of one American company trying to win a contract with a South American customer (see Chapter 7\, disregard for the importance of the relationship lost the deal, The American company made a slick, well-thought-out presentation which it thought clearly demonstrated its supe​rior product and lower price. Its Swedish competitor Look a week to get to know the customer. For five days the Swedes spoke about everything ex​cept the product. On the last day the product was introduced. Though somewhat less attractive and slightly higher priced, the diffuse involve​ment of the Swedish company got the order. The Swedish company had learned that to do business in particular countries involves more than overwhelming the customer with technical details and fancy slides.

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, gen​der or age, but also by your connections (who you know) and your educational record (a graduate of Tokvo University or Haute Ecole Poly technique).
In an achievement culture, the first question is likely lo be "What did you study?" while 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 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 they have developed for the future. In other societies you can make more of an impression with your past ac​complishments 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 ancien pauvre; they have an enormous sense of the past and relatively less focus on the present and future than Americans.

In certain cultures like 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 to​gether with future possibilities. This makes considerable differences to planning, strategy, investment and views on home-growing your talent, as opposed to buying it in.

Attitudes to the environment

An important cultural difference can also be found in the attitude to the environment. Some cultures see the major focus affecting their lives and the origins of vice and virtue as residing within the person. Here, moti​vations 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 chairman of Sony, Mr. Morita, explained how he came to conceive of the Walkman. He loves classical music and wanted to have a way of listening to it on his way to work without bothering any fellow com​muters. 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. "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, espe​cially 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 Londor. they are worn by bikers and other athletes who do not want to be "polluted" by the environment.

Diversity in industries

While ethnic groups and functions show significant differences, so do industrial groups (see Figure 15.12). As with the other cultural groups,' these are the result of frequently recurring problems and dilemmas that' are solved almost automatically. It is not surprising that a group of bank​ing people have a different time orientation to that of an employee of a high-tech firm. And would you expect a bank culture to nurture an as​cribed status system more than a culture in the textile industry?
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One of the most universalist cultures is found in pharmaceuticals and transportation equipment—would you like them to ignore the rules? Does it come ay any surprise that individualism tends to be high in academia-and the tobacco industry, while government and mining tend to be more oriented towards the group?

Some remarkable differences are found in universalism and particularism. People in health (hospitals, etc.), academia and pharmaceuticals score on the very universalist side of the scale, while people in deter​gents, tobacco and textiles seem more to ride the particular wave.

Individualism seems to be very well developed in industries where H might help obtain better products and services, such as in academia. The fact that oil companies, and motor, metals and chemical industries are more communitarian in orientation is explained by the importance of shifts in their production facilities. Teamwork is the name of the game.

The health professions, the clothing industry and mining seem to be more expressive in emotions than their colleagues in the motor, transportation equipment, computer and electronics industries. No com​ments are necessary here since it seems self-explanatory.

Would you like a government official who deals with your car taxes to be well informed about the planning of utilities in your neighborhood? And if you are developing a microchip in the electronics industry, would you have as broad a scope as those who work in a refinery? Obviously you would expect different orientations, We observe diffuse orientations in health, aerospace, detergents and the oil industry, while specificity seems very popular among government and the electronics, telecommu​nications and food industries.

In analyzing the way different industries accord status, we find high achievers in transportation equipment, aerospace, food and govern​ment, while mining, textiles, health and detergents seem to favor as​cribed status.

Differences in loci of control are very significant. Inner-directed cul​tures are not surprisingly found in the food, computer, aerospace and car industries, while other/ outer-directed cultures seem to be more success​ful in detergents (marketing driven), mining, health and government.

Finally, we observe significantly different time orientations. Some are obvious. In interpreting the circles we find very past-oriented tobacco, health and textiles industries. The computer, aerospace and telecommu​nications industries seem to be occupied by the present, which in view of their fast-changing environments can be a very reasonable orientation. The cultures that seem to need a future-oriented approach are deter​gents, transportation equipment and the motor industry, lower in tech​nology but higher in the need to plan for the future.
Database mining

To try to settle the question of where value differences originated, we looked at eight potential sources of difference: country or national cul​ture, type of industry, religion, job or function, age of respondent, differ​ent corporations, educational level and gender. We then measured the relative amount of variety (low entropy) between those in that classifica​tion and the database as a whole. For example, how much difference is associated with being a woman, working in the energy industry, being a Protestant, being a US citizen? Is one's national culture the most or the least important of these variables? The importance of different classifica​tions is in inverse proportion to their entropy. Rank orders are given for each classification (see Figure 15.13).
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National culture of origin is the most important difference for every dimension. Religion looms large for universalism, individualism, speci​ficity and achievement. The Protestant religion, for example, treats the bible as "the law of God," codified instructions for salvation. It invites individuals to work for their own salvation, to offer God their work and to eschew all but the most specific and unadorned religious symbols. Type of industry is also important. Are you in a continuous process man​ufacturing system or customizing complex services for particular clients? Job or function is moderately relevant, but gender, education, age or corporation show very small differences overall.

Such findings should not be misinterpreted. What they mean is that being female or male is not now being used as a competitive advantage for a company, not that a company founded and run mostly by women will not find such an advantage in the future. Low scores on corporate differences do not mean that corporate culture is unimportant, only that, on average, differences are not systematic and tend to cancel each other

No sooner do we change the circumstances than important differ​ences start to appear. Cultures tend to appear and disappear from our horizon, depending on circumstances. Any difference, even the smallest, could become very important as the search for competitive advantage continues and pathfinders are imitated.

Religion, ethnicity and other variables may also combine, so that American Jews, for example, are more likely to enter law, medicine, so​cial science, the media, universities and garment-making than are otherethnic groups. By becoming a majority or significant minority in certain key jobs and industries, these various cultures reinforce certain key val​ues common to them all, Our data mining may show only that large pat​terns and national cultures, are more salient than smaller cultures, people of a particular age socializing or job description. The larger patterns are able to organize more values more consistently.

