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What is culture: Some definitions

Cyriac Roeding: Culture is a reference / framework for decisions. 

Alexander Thomas: Culture is an orientation system that is passed on from 
generation to generation and helps us to master the challenges of our 
surroundings. 

Fons Trompenaars: A fish only discovers its need for water when it is no longer 
in it. Our own culture is like water to a fish. We live and breathe through it.

Geert Hofstede: Culture is the programming of the human mind by which one 
group of people distinguishes itself from another group. "Software of the 
mind”.

Bary Tomalin: Culture is the way we do things here.
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Culture is often defined by national culture. In fact, each of us is part of  
multiple cultures that influence us.
Depending on context, we navigate between the different collectives we are a 
part of. Sometimes we adapt more to a group, sometimes less. All of it 
together forms our identity, orientation, stability. 
When we meet other people, we first look for commonalities. Once we’ve 
found them, we can build trust. Psychological tests have shown that we see 
somebody in a positive light that resembles us in some aspect.
In intercultural context, commonalities aren’t often visible straight away. 
Differences are more visible. This means that we need to look harder for 
commonalities to build trust. 
Tip: Take time to build relationships with your international partners. Talk 
about family, everyday topics, hobbies…
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Our knowledge is shaped by culture, and hence is our perception. This 
knowledge inventory gathered throughout life filters information  and 
influences the way we see things. This is our cultural lens.
Psychological studies have shown  that we can mainly see what we know and 
what we like. We filter out what we don’t know or don’t like.
There is no neutral perception. Cultural differences are the source of diverse 
interpretations.

The intercultural lens
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Stereotypes: Cultural profiles yes – blanked judgments no!!

From Nancy Adler: Communicating across Cultural Barriers:

Stereotyping involves a form of categorization that organizes our experience and 

guides our behavior toward ethnic and national groups. Stereotypes never describe 

individual behavior; rather, they describe the behavioral Communicating across 

Cultural Barriers for members of a particular group.

Stereotypes, like other forms of categories, can be helpful or harmful depending on 

how we use them. Effective stereotyping allows people to understand and act 

appropriately in new situations. 

A stereotype can be helpful when it is 

• Consciously held. The person should be aware that he or she is describing a 

group norm rather than the characteristics of a specific individual. 

• Descriptive rather than evaluative. The stereotype should describe what people 

from this group will probably be like and not evaluate those people as good or bad. 

• Accurate. The stereotype should accurately describe the norm for the group to 

which the person belongs. 

• The first best guess about a group prior to having direct information about the 

specific person or persons involved. 

• Modified, based on further observation and experience with the actual people and 

situations. 
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Cross-cultural misperception

From Nancy Adler: Communicating across Cultural Barriers:

Do the French and the Chinese see the world in the same way? No. Do Venezuelans and 

Ghanaians see the world in the same way? Again, no. No two national groups see the world 

in exactly the same way. 

Perception is the process by which each individual selects, organizes, and evaluates stimuli 

from the external environment to provide meaningful experiences for himself or herself. For 

example, when Mexican children simultaneously viewed tachistoscopic pictures of a bullfight 

and a baseball game, they only remembered seeing the bullfight. Looking through the same 

tachistoscope, American children only remembered seeing the baseball game. Why didn't the 

children see both pictures? The answer lies in the nature of perception. 

Perceptual patterns are neither innate nor absolute. They are selective, learned, culturally 

determined, consistent, and inaccurate. 

• Perception is selective. At any one time there are too many stimuli in the environment for us 

to observe. Therefore, we screen out most of what we see, hear, taste, and feel. We screen 

out the overload and allow only selected information through our perceptual screen to our 

conscious mind. 

• Perceptual patterns are learned. We are not born seeing the world in one particular way. 

Our experience teaches us to perceive the world in certain ways. 

• Perception is culturally determined. We learn to see the world in a certain way based on our 

cultural background. 

• Perception tends to remain constant. Once we see something in a particular way, we 

continue to see it that way. 

• We therefore see things that do not exist, and do not see things that do exist. Our interests, 

values, and culture act as filters and lead us to distort, block, and even create what we 
choose to see and hear. We perceive what we expect to perceive. We perceive things 
according to what we have been trained to see, according to our cultural map. 
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Are you a peach or a coconut?

In peach cultures like the USA or Brazil people 

tend to be friendly (“soft”) with new 

acquaintances. They smile frequently at 

strangers, move quickly to first-name usage, 

share information about themselves, and ask 

personal questions of those they hardly know. 

But after a little friendly interaction with a peach, 

you may suddenly get to the hard shell of the pit 

where the peach protects his real self and the 

relationship suddenly stops.

“On the other hand, coming from a peach 

culture as I do, I was equally taken aback when 

I came to live in Europe 14 years ago. My 

friendly smiles and personal comments were 

greeted with cold formality by the Polish, 

French, German, or Russian colleagues I was 

getting to know. I took their stony expressions 

as signs of arrogance, snobbishness, and even 

hostility.

So what do you do if, like me, you’re a peach 

fallen amongst coconuts? Authenticity matters; 

if you try to be someone you’re not, it never 

works. So go ahead and smile all you want and 

share as much information about your family as 

you like. Just don’t ask personal questions of 

your counterparts until they bring up the subject 

themselves.”

In coconut cultures such Russia and Germany, 

people are initially more closed off from those they 

don’t have friendships with. They rarely smile at 

strangers, ask casual acquaintances personal 

questions, or offer personal information to those 

they don’t know intimately. But over time, as 

coconuts get to know you, they become gradually 

warmer and friendlier. And while relationships are 

built up slowly, they also tend to last longer.

Coconuts may react to peaches in a couple of 

ways. Some interpret the friendliness as an offer 

of friendship and when people don’t follow through 

on the unintended offer, they conclude that the 

peaches are disingenuous or hypocritical.

“And for my coconut readers, if your peach 

counterpart asks how you are doing, shows you 

photos of their family or even invites you over for a 

barbecue, don’t take it as an overture to deep 

friendship or a cloak for some hidden agenda, but 

as an expression of different cultural norms that 

you need to adjust to.”

From Harvard Business Review: https://hbr.org/2014/05/one-reason-cross-cultural-small-talk-is-so-tricky

(by Fons Trompenaars and Charles Hampden-Turner)
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Schulz von Thun: Wertequadrat (Square of Values and Development)

Are you a peach or a coconut?
(by Fons Trompenaars and Charles Hampden-Turner)
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Are you a peach or a coconut?
(by Fons Trompenaars and Charles Hampden-Turner)
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Square of Values, Virtues and Development
by Friedemann Schulz von Thun

Friedemann Schulz von Thun’s Value and Development Square is a communication 

model. The premise is that every value (every virtue, every leading principle, every 
human attribute) has a constructive effect only in connection with a positive contrasting 

value, a “sister-virtue”. Without this balance, a value is easily devalued to an 
exaggeration of itself. 

Thriftiness is a positive attribute, stinginess is not. You need a bit of generosity to 

balance stinginess, and a bit of thriftiness to avoid extravagance, always depending on 
your point of view. 
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High context and low context

In a low-context society, 

communication is meant to be clear, 
to the point, and transparent. Low-

context communicators say 
precisely what they mean. Words 

carry meaning and the speaker 

assumes others have a low shared 
understanding of the context of the 

conversation. That means the 
speaker is obligated to explain very 

explicitly and clearly what they 

mean. Low-context communication 
is often identified as a direct 

communication style. Meaning lies 
predominantly in what is said,  

written and spoken communication 

often have the same value in 
carrying meaning.

In a high-context society, speakers 

and listeners assume that there is a 
great deal of shared context and 

mutual, unspoken understanding. 
Communication is layered, nuanced, 

and implicit. The speaker doesn’t 

have to say exactly what they mean 
because gestures, tone of voice, 

facial expressions, and even status 
and environment add meaning to 

the message. This means that high-

context communication is often 
identified as an indirect 

communication style. Meaning lies 
in what is said, how it is said, who is 

saying it, and even by what is left 

unsaid. In other words: silence has 
meaning.

Text from: https://whatisculture.org/?page_id=77

(By Edward T. Hall)
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Communication square / Four Sides Model / Vier-Ohren-Model
by Friedemann Schulz von Thun
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Most of our daily interactions feel smooth and effortless. But there are times when 

communication can be extremely complicated. These are the moments that make life 
difficult for many of us. Not only the content can be understood or 

misunderstood. Assumptions about the relationship and the way we talk to each other 
can be accepted or rejected. Implicit and explicit requests can be granted or not, and 

self-disclosure, what people show about themselves (consciously or unconsciously), 

will trigger something in the other person. 
The Four Sides Model is Schulz von Thun's best-known model, widely used in 

business and non-profit organizations, comprising an essential part of leadership 
training and education in general.

It states that every act of human communication should be considered from four sides 

(objective content, self-disclosure, relational message, and appeal).
The model helps to:

• analyse annoyances, misunderstandings and conflicts,
• pay attention to verbal and non-verbal cues,

• prepare for challenging encounters,

• Improve the ability to analyse and manage differences in communication styles,
• communicate more clearly and coherently.
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Time in intercultural context

• Edward Hall (1914-2009)

• is recognized as the founding father of intercultural communications. In his most popular book, 
The Silent Language, Hall explains his concept of chronemics (how our relationship to time 
affects communication) and sites many cross-cultural comparisons, among others in planning of 
buildings and cities.

• Monochromic time: In monochromic cultures things happen sequentially and great attention is 
paid to planning and scheduling.

 -> Examples: NZ, Australia, US, UK, Germany

• Polychromic time: In polychromic cultures many things happen at once and there is less 

emphasis on „getting things done“ linearly.

 -> Examples: Italy‘s „L‘arte di arrangiarsi“ (the art of getting by, the art of making do, i.e. 
talent of survival mixed with staying grounded and authentic), Spain, Brazil, Argentina.

Geert Hofstede (1928-)
is a Dutch social psychologist who focuses his work on the study of cultures across nations and 

developed the concepts of short-term (fast results) and long-term orientation (over generations).
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• Fons Trompenaars (1952-)

• is a Dutch organizational theorist, management consultant, and author in the field of cross-cultural 
communication.

• He is known for the development of his model of national culture differences, which has seven 
cultural dimensions:

• Universalism vs. particularism (What is more important, rules or relationships?
• Individualism vs. collectivism (communitarianism) (Do we function in a group or as individuals?)

• Neutral vs. emotional (Do we display our emotions?)

• Specific vs. diffuse (How separate we keep our private and working lives)

• Achievement vs. ascription (Do we have to prove ourselves to receive status or is it given to us?)

• Internal vs. external control (Do we control our environment or are we controlled by it?)
• Sequential / linear     vs. Synchronic / cyclical

 Time is linear and can be    Time is circular and consists of many

 measured. Schedules,     events happening simultaneously.

 timeliness are more important    Time „breaths“. It is more important

 than relationships.     to dedicate time to people and  
        unexpected events           

                          than it is to be punctual.

Time in intercultural context
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• Richard Donald Lewis (1930-)

• is a British polyglot, cross-cultural communication consultant, 
and author. He developed the Lewis Model of Cross-Cultural 
Communication

• The core of the model classifies cultural norms into Linear-
Active, Multi-Active and Re-Active, or some combination. 

• Linear-active: follow tasks sequentially. Drivers are facts, 
tasks and efficiency. Communication follows clear structures 
- „question – answer“.

-> Examples: Northern Europe, North America and related 
countries.

• Multi-active: pursue multiple goals simultaneously. 
People, relationships and flexibility are the driver. 
Communication is dialogue-focused and simultaneous. Body 
language is important. Information is passed on in personal 
and informal networks.

-> Examples: Southern European, Latin America, Africa, Middle-
East 

• Re-active: follow harmonising, solidarity-based strategies. 
These cultures have a cyclical understanding for time 
following the Buddhist concept of reincarnation. All events, 
challenges, opportunities will come back eventually. In 
business, people take a lot of time to make sustainable 
decisions for the future. 

1. Germans, Swiss   Linear-
     active

2. US-Americans

3. Scaninavian, Austrian
4. Brits, Canadian, NZ

5. Australians, South Africans
6. Dutch, Belgian
7. US subcultures

8. French, Belgian
9. Chech, Croatian, Hungarian, Slovenian

10. North-Italian
11. Chilean
12. Russians, other Slavish

13. Portuguese
14. Polynesian

15. Spanish, South-Italian
16. Indian, Pakistani
17. Latin-American, Arabs, Africans  Multi-

     active

1. Japanese*              highly re-
     active

2. Chinese

3. Taiwanese
4. Singapore, Hongkong Chinese*

5. Finns*
6. Korean
7. Turkish+

8. Vietnamese, Cambodian, Laos
9. Malaysian, Indonesian

10. Pacific Islands+
11. Swedish*
12. Brits*          

          occasionally 
             re-active

* linear-active tendencies

+ multi-active tendencies

Time in intercultural context
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Time in intercultural context
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Alexander Thomas: Cultural standards

According to Thomas, cultural standards are the central characteristics of a culture. 

They function as an orientation system for perceiving, thinking and acting. Cultural 
standards can be understood as all kinds of perception, thinking, judgements and 

actions, that are considered normal, natural, typical and compulsory by the majority of 
the members of a certain culture. Individual and public behaviour is evaluated and 

regulated on the basis of these standards.

Routine

Once socialized, cultural standards are generally no longer consciously perceived by 
the members of a cultural group. They are routinized and only become apparent in 

overlapping situations with cultural standards of other cultural groups.

Different categories can be assumed for the classification. These categories can be 
described as normal, typical, still acceptable or to be rejected. A clear classification 

into the categories is possible because the cultural standards consist of a central norm 
and a tolerance range. The central norm indicates the ideal value of behavior that is 

shared by most members of the cultural group. The tolerance range, on the other 

hand, constitutes the deviation from the central norm that is still acceptable. The 
deviation arises from strongly heterogeneous views, which can also prevail within a 

cultural group. Cultural standards can include clear rules of behavior in addition to 
general values.

Culture A

Culture C

Culture B

Values

Number 
of people
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Alexander Thomas: Cultural standards Germany

- Fact-orientation: The German culture is stamped by fact-orientation. A fact-

oriented behaviour is associated with professionalism and implies overall 

control over emotions and personal sensitivity. This is why also the 

communication style is determined by objectiveness. Reasoning is generally 

goal-oriented, weaknesses are often called out, and arguments are 

undermined with facts.

- Rule-orientation: There are many rules, instructions and regulations in 

Germany, that equally apply to everybody. There are rarely any exceptions. 

Offences are mostly handled through clear structures and standardised 

procedures. Activities and processes are organised carefully and in great 

detail, in order to eliminate and prevent potential errors, mistakes or 

obstacles well in advance. 

- Direct interpersonal communication: German communication is generally 

direct and explicit. Verbal expression is clear, and circumstances spoken 

out. Even hierarchical differences between conversation partners can take a 

back seat in favour of “the fact”. 

- Interpersonal distance differentiation / separation between private and work 

life: A clear separation between both areas of life is typical in Germany. It is 

also typical to vary behaviour depending on the level at which they are 

interacting with the other person. 

- Flat Hierarchies

- Time planning: Time is perceived as a precious good that is to be used 

productively and waste is to be avoided. Typical attributes are hence lang-

term planning, reliability in adhering to work and time plans. Reliability in 

terms of time / punctuality is an important attribute to assess the 

trustworthiness of the other person. 

- Individualism

- Self-monitoring, internalised control: Self-discipline and conscientiousness 

are important attributes of the German culture. Most Germans take their 

work, their role, their duties and responsibilities very seriously. 
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Alexander Thomas: Italian cultural standards

- family orientation

- relationship orientation

- flexible handling of rules (L‘arte di arrangarsi)

- hierarchical orientation

- self-identity / -awareness (bella figura) 

- emotionality

Alexander Thomas: French cultural standards

- indirect communication style

- people orientation

- approach to authority

- dynamic decision process

- flexibility

- polychronic perception of time

- national pride

Alexander Thomas: Australian culture standards

- Mateship

- Australian humour

- egalitarianism

- performance relativisation

- easy-going, chilled

- British Heritage 

- indirectness in conflict situations

- relationship orientation
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Alexander Thomas: Polish culture standards

- people oriented emotionality

- social relationships

- hierarchical orientation

- flexibility with regulatory systems

- status and etiquette

Alexander Thomas: British culture standards

- self-discipline

- indirectness in interpersonal communication

- ritualisation

- pragmatism

- ritualised breach of rules

- interpersonal distance reduction (peaches instead of coconuts)

- the German stereotype
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Alexander Thomas: Cultural standards Germany – how others see the Germans
from: Schroll-Machl: Die Deutschen– Wir Deutschen. Fremdwahrnehmung und Selbstsicht im Berufsleben, Göttingen, 

2007

Good specialists, competent in their 
field

Brazil, Indonesia, Russia, Taiwan

Qualification is key, long studies UK

Cold thinking – logic over feelings and 
mercy

Spain, Hungary

Rational, reasonable UK, Hungary

Logical – they always have a reason Japan

Objectivity (technology, profitability) 
is more important than the gut feel 
about something

France

Get straight to the point Taiwan

Don’t ask their business partner 
anything personal 

Portugal

Also people in health (doctors etc.) 
are cool and don’t talk much

France, India, USA

Cars are holy Finland

Stingy, fussy, thrifty UK, Korea, Hungary, Czech 

Republic

Fact-orientation People from:
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Orderly, organized, systematical, 
loving detail, tactical, controlling

Australia, Brazil, UK, China, Finland, 
France, India, Indonesia, Italy, Japan, 
Korea, Mexico, Poland, Russia, 
Singapore, Spain, Czech Republic, 
Hungary, USA

Instructions, rules, laws everywhere, 
no trust in creativity and 
improvisation of humans

Australia, Belgium, Brazil, China, 
Finland, UK, Italy, Korea, Mexico, 
Netherlands, Poland, Sweden, Spain, 
Taiwan, Czech Republic, Turkey, USA

Everywhere (also at their workplace) 
bureaucratically strict

Belgium, Brazil, China, UK, Mexico, 
Sweden, Spain, South Africa, 
Hungary, USA

No surprises, boring, predictable India, Italy, Czech Republic, Hungary

Inflexible, resistance against new 
ideas, stubborn

Brazil, China, UK, France, India, 
Japan, Korea, Sweden, Spain, Turkey, 
USA

Correct others, smart-alecky, “know-
it-alls”

Finland, France, Singapore, Spain

Environmentally aware Australia, Finland, France, UK, Italy, 
Japan, Korea, Mexico, Netherlands, 
Poland, Hungary, USA

Complicated waste separation Australia, Belgium, Brazil, UK, China, 
France, Korea, Netherlands, Spain, 
South Africa, Taiwan

Appreciation of 
structures and rules People from:

Alexander Thomas: Cultural standards Germany – how others see the Germans
from: Schroll-Machl: Die Deutschen– Wir Deutschen. Fremdwahrnehmung und Selbstsicht im Berufsleben, Göttingen, 

2007
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Alexander Thomas: Cultural standards Germany – how others see the Germans
from: Schroll-Machl: Die Deutschen– Wir Deutschen. Fremdwahrnehmung und Selbstsicht im Berufsleben, Göttingen, 

2007

Children are independent Australia, Brazil, Mexico, Spain

Little relaxed and casual, few smiles, 
very serious, make problems bigger

Australia, Brazil, UK, China, Finland, 
France, Netherlands, USA

Thoroughly, detail-oriented, (too) 
exact, work hard and persistently, 
mistakes are not allowed – if they 
happen, the Germans will search for 
them and find them

China, France, India, Japan, Mexico, 
Netherlands, Poland, Spain, Czech 
Republic, Hungary, USA

Following authority, authoritarian France, Poland, Czech Republic, 
Hungary, USA

Reliable and responsible, and are 
expecting the same from others

Bulgaria, China, France, Italy, Poland, 
Spain, South Africa, Czech Republic, 
Hungary

Angry when deviating of a plan India, Japan

Pigheaded, self-opinionated, stiff 
opinion and wouldn’t change it, don’t 
admit mistakes and don’t apologize 
easily

China, India, Italy, Japan, Sweden, 
Czech Republic, Hungary

Sense of justice Czech Republic

Self-critical, look for negative 
attributes in themselves, feeling of 
guilt because of the Second World 
War

Finland

Rule-oriented, 
internalized control People from:
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Alexander Thomas: Cultural standards Germany – how others see the Germans
from: Schroll-Machl: Die Deutschen– Wir Deutschen. Fremdwahrnehmung und Selbstsicht im Berufsleben, Göttingen, 

2007

Punctual (also in private life) Australia, Belgium, Brazil, UK, France, 
India, Japan, Korea, Poland, Portugal, 
Sough Africa, Czech Republic, Hungary

Appointments needed for everything 
(also in private life), calendar dominates 
life, no spontaneity, hospitality upon 
appointment

Brazil, UK, China, India, Japan, Korea, 
Poland, Spain, Hungary, Taiwan, Turkey

Regulated rest periods, boring Sundays Australia, China, UK, Japan

Opening hours everywhere (doctors, 
shops, offices)

Australia, China, France, Japan, Mexico, 
Portugal, Sweden, Singapore, Taiwan, 
USA

Impatient for no reason Brazil, France, India, Spain

Goal oriented Spain, Czech Republic, Hungary

Work sequentially, one task at the time 
(and that one specifically)

Australia, India

Work slowly, but thoroughly; no stress at 
work

India, Italy, Poland, Spain, Taiwan, 
Turkey, USA

Fixed breaks for small talk, then back to 
concentrated work

France

Short work hours India, Japan, Mexico

Little time, always in a rush China, Russia

Holidays are long, holy and 
unchangeable, breaks and after-work 
hours are important

India, Japan, Korea, Spain

Free time is planned through, always 
busy, relaxing is associated with 
activities like exercise

Mexico, Poland, Hungary, Turkey

Time planning People from:
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Alexander Thomas: Cultural standards Germany – how others see the Germans
from: Schroll-Machl: Die Deutschen– Wir Deutschen. Fremdwahrnehmung und Selbstsicht im Berufsleben, Göttingen, 

2007

Perfectionism at work and in their 
role, but neutral, little personal, show 
little emotions

India, Poland, South Africa, Czech 
Republic, Hungary

Informal meetings are difficult India

Don’t smile at people on the street, 
don’t smile in stores

UK, Japan

Little small talk at work France, India, Russia, Turkey

In public (work and private life): few 
are friendly, often not nice, not 
emotional, little small talk
At work: colleagues are often friendly 
and nice
Private and if they know you: very 
nice, hospitable, helpful

India, Japan, Mexico, USA

A colleague is not a friend (even if he’s 
nice)

Brazil, India, Indonesia, Japan, Spain, 
Turkey

Life happens at home, don’t go out 
much, very private

Brazil, UK, Spain

Important are holidays and free time, 
after-work hours and week-end are 
sharp borders

China, Finland, India, Italy, Singapore

They unfreeze when there’s a party India

Strict gender separation man-woman: 
Child and work, no combination (no 
childcare), no female engineers, 
bosses are men

France, Netherlands, Poland, 
Sweden, Spain, India, Belgium, UK,  
Netherlands

Separation between 
private and work life People from:
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Alexander Thomas: Cultural standards Germany – how others see the Germans
from: Schroll-Machl: Die Deutschen– Wir Deutschen. Fremdwahrnehmung und Selbstsicht im Berufsleben, Göttingen, 

2007

Direct, clear, honest, candid, not 
diplomatic (unfriendly)

Australia, Brazil, UK, Bulgaria, China, 
India, Japan, Korea, Mexico, Spain, 
Turkey, Hungary, USA

Love discussions, argue in meetings, 
disagree, interrupt if they have an 
objection

Brazil, Finland, Japan, Korea, Spain

Direct criticism Spain

Little sensitive, tough Brazil

Help is not offered, one has to ask Brazil, China, UK, India, Korea, 
Sweden, Spain, Turkey

Reply exactly to the question Brazil

Keep a promise Brazil, India, Spain

Yes or no – no differentiation India, Japan

Transparent, predictable China, Czech Republic

No humour, no sarcasm, take 
everything literal, no self-mockery

UK, Korea, Spain, Czech Republic, 
Hungary

Everything in written,, lots of writing 
instead of communication

India, Poland, Spain

Don’t talk much, also keep silent (e.g. 
at lunch or dinner)

Brazil, Spain, USA

Low context People from:
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Alexander Thomas: Cultural standards Germany – how others see the Germans
from: Schroll-Machl: Die Deutschen– Wir Deutschen. Fremdwahrnehmung und Selbstsicht im Berufsleben, Göttingen, 

2007

People are independent and self-
reliant, have a lot of freedom to do 
what they like

Brazil, India

Young people leave their own life very 
early

Korea, Spain, Turkey

People live as singles India

Family is not so important, little 
contact to parents, grandparents, 
relatives; gap between generations

Brazil, China, India, Korea, Spain

Close contact to family – also as an 
adult

UK

Broad sense of community (groups, 
family, clubs)

USA

Have to say their opinion, own 
opinion is important

Japan

Headstrong: they say no, they 
disagree, they enforce

China

Individual holidays instead of plant 
shut-down (somebody will be on 
leave)

Japan, India, Spain

Lots of keys because everybody locks 
their things

Japan

Individualism People from:
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Top 5 German values

- Order

- Openness and honesty

- Separation of private and work life

- Nature love

- Education
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Hofstede: Cultural Dimensions

Hofstede defines culture as the collective mental programming of the 
human mind distinguishing one group of people from another. This 

programming influences patterns of thinking which are reflected in the meaning 

people attach to various aspects of life and which become crystallised in the 

institutions of a society.

Culture does not imply that everyone in a given society is programmed in the 

same way; differences among the values of individuals in one country tend to be 

bigger than the value differences between countries. Nevertheless, we can still 

use such country scores based on the law of the big numbers and on the fact 

that most of us are strongly influenced by social control. Please realise that 

statements about countries are generalisations and should be interpreted relative 

to other countries. Only by comparison a country score is meaningful.

Power Distance

This dimension deals with the fact that all individuals in societies 

are not equal - it expresses the attitude of the culture towards 

these inequalities amongst us. Power Distance is defined as the 

extent to which the less powerful members of institutions and 

organisations within a country expect and accept that power is 

distributed unequally.

0 100

Individualism

The fundamental issue addressed by this dimension is the 

degree of interdependence a society maintains among its 

members. It has to do with whether people's self-image is defined 

in terms of "I" or "We". In Individualist societies people are 

supposed to look after themselves and their direct family only. In 

Collectivist societies people belong to 'in groups' that take care of 

them in exchange for loyalty.

0 100
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Hofstede: Cultural Dimensions

Uncertainty avoidance

The dimension Uncertainty Avoidance has to do with the way that 

a society deals with the fact that the future can never be known: 

should we try to control the future or just let it happen? This 

ambiguity brings with it anxiety and different cultures have learnt 

to deal with this anxiety in different ways. The extent to which the 

members of a culture feel threatened by ambiguous or unknown 

situations and have created beliefs and institutions that try to 

avoid these is reflected in the score on Uncertainty Avoidance.

0 100

Motivation towards achievement and success

A high score (Decisive) on this dimension indicates that the 

society will be driven by competition, achievement and success, 

with success being defined by the winner / best in field - a value 

system that starts in school and continues throughout 

organisational life. A low score (Consensus-oriented) on the 

dimension means that the dominant values in society are caring 

for others and quality of life. A Consensus-oriented society is one 

where quality of life is the sign of success and standing out from 

the crowd is not admirable. The fundamental issue here is what 

motivates people, wanting to be the best (Decisive) or liking what 

you do (Consensus-oriented).

0 100
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Hofstede: Cultural Dimensions

Indulgence

One challenge that confronts humanity, now and in the past, is 

the degree to which small children are socialized. Without 

socialization we do not become "human". This dimension is 

defined as the extent to which people try to control their desires 

and impulses, based on the way they were raised. Relatively 

weak control is called "Indulgence" and relatively strong control is 

called "Restraint". Cultures can, therefore, be described as 

Indulgent or Restrained.

0 100

Long term orientation

This dimension describes how every society has to maintain 

some links with its own past while dealing with the challenges of 

the present and future, and societies prioritise these two 

existential goals differently. Normative societies, which score low 

on this dimension, for example, prefer to maintain time-honoured 

traditions and norms while viewing societal change with 

suspicion. Those with a culture which scores high, on the other 

hand, take a more pragmatic approach: they encourage thrift and 

efforts in modern education as a way to prepare for the future.

0 100

© Silke Noll, Certified Intercultural Trainer 
and Accredited Kanban Trainer 33



Trompenaars / Hampden-Turner: Cultural Dimensions

Fons Trompenaars and Charles Hampden-Turner published the Seven 

Dimensions of Culture in their 1998 book, “Riding The Waves of Culture: 

Understanding Diversity in Global Business.” To develop the model, they spent 

10 years researching the preferences and values of people in various cultures 

around the world. As part of this, they surveyed more than 46,000 managers in 

40 countries. They found that people from different cultures vary in specific, even 

predictable, ways. This is because each culture has its own way of thinking, its 

own values and beliefs, and its own preferences.

Universalism

Characteristics:

People place a high importance on laws, 

rules, values, and obligations. They try to 

deal fairly with people based on these 

guidelines, but rules come before 

relationships.

Strategies:

• Help people understand how their work 

ties into their values and beliefs. 

• Provide clear instructions, processes and 

procedures. 

• Keep promises and be consistent. 

• Give people time to make decisions. 

• Use an objective process to make 

decisions, and explain your thinking if 

others are involved in the outcome.

Typical cultures:

The U.S., Canada, the U.K, the 

Netherlands, Germany, Scandinavia, New 

Zealand, Australia, and Switzerland.

Particularism

Characteristics:

People believe that their circumstances 

and relationships dictate the rules that 

they live by. Their response to a situation 

may change, based on what’s happening 

in the moment, and who’s involved.

Strategies:

• Give people autonomy. 

• Respect others’ needs when you make 

decisions. 

• Be flexible in how you make decisions. 

• Take time to build relationships and get 

to know people so that you can 

understand their needs better. 

• Highlight important rules and policies that 

others must follow.

Typical cultures:

Russia, Latin America and China.

© Silke Noll, Certified Intercultural Trainer
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Trompenaars / Hampden-Turner: Cultural Dimensions

Individualism

Characteristics:

People believe in personal freedom and 

achievement. They believe that they must 

make their own decisions, and that they 

must take care of themselves.

Strategies:

• Praise and reward individual 

performance. 

• Give employees autonomy to make their 

own decisions and to use their initiative. 

• Link people’s needs with those of the 

group or organization. 

• Allow them to be creative and to learn 

from their mistakes.

Typical cultures:

The U.S., Canada, the U.K, Scandinavia, 

New Zealand, Australia, and Switzerland.

Communitarianism

Characteristics:

People believe that the group is more 

important than the person, and that it 

provides help and safety in exchange for 

loyalty. The group always comes before 

the individual.

Strategies:

• Praise and reward group performance. 

• Don’t praise individuals publicly. 

• Allow people to involve others in decision 

making. 

• Don’t show favoritism.

Typical cultures:

Japan and countries in Latin America and 

Africa.

Achievement

Characteristics:

People believe that you are what you do, 

and they base your worth accordingly. 

These cultures value performance, no 

matter who you are.

Strategies:

• Reward and recognize good 

performance appropriately. 

• Use titles only when relevant. 

• Be a good role model.

Typical cultures:

The U.S., Canada, Australia, and 

Scandinavia.

Ascription

Characteristics:

People believe that you should be valued 

for who you are. Power, title and position 

matter in these cultures, and these roles 

define people’s behavior.

Strategies:

• Use titles, especially when they clarify 

people’s status in an organization. 

• Show respect to those in authority, 

particularly when challenging decisions. 

• Don’t “show up” people in authority.

Typical cultures:

France, Italy, Japan, and Saudi Arabia.

By https://www.mindtools.com/corporate
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Trompenaars / Hampden-Turner: Cultural Dimensions

Specific

Characteristics:

People keep work and personal lives 

separate. As a result, they believe that 

relationships don’t have much of an impact 

on work objectives, and they believe that 

people can work together without getting 

along personally.

Strategies:

• Be direct and to the point. 

• Focus on people’s objectives before you 

focus on strengthening relationships. 

• Provide clear instructions, processes and 

procedures. 

• Allow people to keep their work and 

home lives separate.

Typical cultures:

The U.S., the U.K., Switzerland, Germany, 

Scandinavia, and the Netherlands.

Diffuse

Characteristics:

People see overlap between their work 

and personal life. They believe that good 

relationships are vital to meeting business 

objectives. People spend time outside 

work hours with colleagues and clients.

Strategies:

• Focus on building a good relationship 

with people before you focus on business 

objectives. 

• Find out as much as you can about the 

people who you work with and the 

organizations that you do business with. 

• Be prepared to discuss business on 

social occasions, and to have personal 

discussions at work. 

• Try to avoid turning down invitations to 

social functions

Typical cultures:

Argentina, Spain, Russia, India, and 

China.

By https://www.mindtools.com/corporate
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Trompenaars / Hampden-Turner: Cultural Dimensions

Neutral

Characteristics:

People make a great effort to control their 

emotions. Reason influences their actions 

far more than their feelings. They don’t 

reveal what they’re thinking or how they’re 

feeling.

Strategies:

• Manage your emotions effectively. 

• Watch that your body language doesn’t 

convey negativity. 

• “Stick to the point” in meetings and 

interactions. 

• Watch people’s reactions carefully, as 

they may be reluctant to show their true 

emotions.

Typical cultures:

The U.S., the U.K., Switzerland, Germany, 

Scandinavia, and the Netherlands.

Emotional

Characteristics:

People find ways to express their 

emotions, even spontaneously, at work. In 

these cultures, it’s welcome and accepted 

to show emotion.

Strategies:

• Open up to people to build trust and 

rapport. 

• Use emotion to communicate your 

objectives. 

• Learn to manage conflict effectively, 

before it becomes personal. • Use positive 

body language. 

• Have a good attitude.

Typical cultures:

Argentina, Spain, Russia, India, and 

China.

By https://www.mindtools.com/corporate
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Trompenaars / Hampden-Turner: Cultural Dimensions

Sequential time

Characteristics:

People like events to happen in logical 

order. They place a high value on 

punctuality, planning (and sticking to your 

plans), and staying on schedule. In this 

type of culture, “time is money,” and 

people don’t appreciate it when their 

schedule is thrown off.

Strategies:

• Focus on a few activities or projects at a 

time. 

• Be punctual. 

• Set clear deadlines and stick to them.

Typical cultures:

Germany, the U.K. and the U.S.

Synchronous time

Characteristics:

People see the past, present and future as 

interwoven periods. They often work on 

several projects at once, and view plans 

and commitments as moveable.

Strategies:

• Be flexible in how you approach work 

and allow others to do the same. 

• Highlight the importance of punctuality 

and deadlines if these are key to meeting 

objectives.

Typical cultures:

Japan, Argentina and Mexico.

Internal Direction

Characteristics:

People believe that they can control nature 

and their environment to achieve their 

goals. This includes how they work with 

teams and within organizations.

Strategies:

• Allow others to develop their skills and 

take control of their learning. 

• Set clear objectives that people agree 

with. 

• Be open about disagreements and allow 

people to engage in constructive conflict.

Typical cultures:

Israel, the U.S., Australia, New Zealand, 

and the U.K.

Outer direction

Characteristics:

People believe that nature, or their environment, 

controls them; they must work with their environment to 

achieve goals. At work or in relationships, they focus 

their actions on others, and they avoid conflict where 

possible. People often need reassurance that they're 

doing a good job.

Strategies:
• Provide people with the support and resources to do 

their jobs effectively. 

• Give them direction and regular feedback, so that 

they know the results of their actions. 

• Reassure people that they’re doing a good job. 

• Manage conflict quickly and quietly. 

• Do whatever you can to boost people’s confidence. 

• Encourage others to take responsibility for their work.

• Be flexible in how you approach work and allow others 

to do the same. 

• Highlight the importance of punctuality and deadlines 

if these are key to meeting objectives.

Typical cultures:

China, Russia and Saudi Arabia.



Trompenaars / Hampden-Turner: Cultural Dimensions

Achievement

Characteristics:

People believe that you are what you do, 

and they base your worth accordingly. 

These cultures value performance, no 

matter who you are.

Strategies:

• Reward and recognize good 

performance appropriately. 

• Use titles only when relevant. 

• Be a good role model.

Typical cultures:

The U.S., Canada, Australia, and 

Scandinavia.

Ascription

Characteristics:

People believe that you should be valued 

for who you are. Power, title and position 

matter in these cultures, and these roles 

define people’s behavior.

Strategies:

• Use titles, especially when they clarify 

people’s status in an organization. 

• Show respect to those in authority, 

particularly when challenging decisions. 

• Don’t “show up” people in authority.

Typical cultures:

France, Italy, Japan, and Saudi Arabia.

By https://www.mindtools.com/corporate
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Erin Meyer: The culture map

Communication

By https://www.mindtools.com/corporate

Low-context
High-context

Evaluating

Direct negative feedback Indirect negative feedback

Persuading

Principles-first Applications-first

Leading

Egalitarian Hierarchical
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Erin Meyer: The culture map

By https://www.mindtools.com/corporate

Deciding

Consensual Top-down

Trusting

Task-based Relationship-based

Disagreeing

Confrontational Avoids confrontation

Scheduling

Linear-time Flexible-time
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Culture Shock Curve

Time

Willingness 
to adapt

Honeymoon

„Everything is wonderful.“

Desintegration / 

disenchantment / irritation

„Other peoples‘ fault“

Rejection / homesick / negotiation / crisis /

reintegration: „I‘m a failure“

Becoming functional / recovery / 

assimilation:

„I think I can manage“

creative independence / 

adjustment / mastery / 

Acceptance / identification

„It‘s really not so bad“

Honeymoon: 

New experiences are exciting, you feel fortunate for
having the opportunity of moving overseas.

People are friendly and you smile

a lot, you are in control, your own sense 

of culture is not threatened.

-> Be a tourist! Send postcards home while
You‘re  feeling so positive. Book a holiday six 

Months ahead for you to look forward to.

Make contacts through clubs and associations

Sign up for actuvities, join a language course

Desintegration:

Daily frustrations can build into disillusionment,
the big things of home loom large. Discussions

with other expats reinforce the difficulties of the

new culture. Self-doubt and depression may set in.

-> Look after yourself, treat yourself to a massage, 

exercise, avoid alcohol and over-eating, keep a 
journal, get out and be with people, continue language

practice, keep busy, set daily goals, and make the

effort to achieve them. List the goals you had for your

Time overseas and get started.

Reintegration:

A sense of standing up to the things
and people that are frustrating you,

racial generalisations and rejection

of host culture, determination to work

things out and get things done.

-> Build your network of friends, take that 
you booked before, continue language

study, spend time with people to enjoy

being there.

Becoming functional:

Feeling in control and positive again
about being where you are. Self-understanding

and more tolerance of others, a sense of

comfort operating in the host culture. You‘re

helping others get through their adjustments.

-> Try new things and explore the culture, practice
the language, buy some local home furnishings,

do the things you intend to do while in this country

before it‘s time to leave.

Source: Marx, E., Breaking through Culture Shock

Creative independence:

You are generally successful in communications
with locals, enjoying bein where you are, adapt

at finding things, no longer stereotyping,

understanding local customs.

-> Review your lifestyle for areas that need improving,

if leaving, tie up any loose ends and farewell people 
properly, maintain key relationships.
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Five value-based questions to keep in mind

- What is important for you / your culture? 

- How is respect gained and shown in your culture

- What actions must I avoid at all cost to avoid offence or keep respect?

- What is an acceptable way of saying “no”?

- What would you like to know about me / my culture?
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RADAR

R – Recognize the cultural dimension

A – Analyse what caused the misunderstanding

D – Decide what options are available

A – Act on the best options

R – Review what happened



Multicultural teams and their productivity

Teams can be:

• homogenous teams

all members roughly have the same cultural background. Their perception and interpretation of the 

world is similar.

• token teams

all members have the same background. Except for one.

• bi-cultural teams
two or more members have the same culture.

• multi-cultural teams

Members represent three or more ethnic backgrounds.

By Nancy Adler:  International Dimensions of Organizational Behaviour, 2002

Cultural diversity can be positive or negative for productivity: cultural clash vs. creativity

Real productivity = potential productivity – losses because of problematic processes

Among other differences, researchers have found that

team members from more collectivist cultures - such as

those in China and the Middle East - work more
cooperatively with each other, seem less likely to "free

ride", and enjoy working together more than most of their

counterparts in more individualist cultures - such as

those in Australia, Canada and the United States

© Silke Noll, Certified Intercultural Trainer 
and Accredited Kanban Trainer

© Silke Noll, Certified Intercultural Trainer 
and Accredited Kanban Trainer 44



By Nancy Adler:  International Dimensions of Organizational Behaviour, 2002

Gains Hindrances

• more variations, better ideas, no standardised thinking

• better problem solving, more alternatives, better decisions

• understanding the other

• teams can become more productive and efficient

• lack of trust, communication among equals, less inter-

personal interest

• more misunderstandings, language problems

• ideas cannot be appreciated. It becomes harder to find 

decisions
• teams can become less productive and efficient

• 

• mutual respect must be guaranteed

• equalization of power

• superordinate goals or visions

• external feedback
• innovative tasks

• members chosen by task-oriented skills and role behaviour

• diversity is respected

• ignoring differences

• ethnocentrism

• cultural dominance

• individual goals
• no feedback

How can diversity be managed effectively?

How can diversity be managed based on a team‘s stage of development?

Stage: 

Work: problem 

description and 

analysis

Process: creating 
ideas based on

using differences

Diversity makes  the 

process easier

Stage: 

Forming: Initial team 

formation

Process: Trust building

using similarities and 
understanding 

differences

Diversity makes  the 

process more difficult

Stage: 

Action: decision 

making and 

implementation

Process: consensus 
building and acting

Recognizing and 

creating similarities

Diversity makes  the 

process more difficult

Multicultural teams and their productivity
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By Nancy Adler:  International Dimensions of Organizational Behaviour, 2002

- The leader must learn to help the team to integrate its 

diversity if the team is to function productively “by integrating 

and building on the diverse perspectives of the various 

members of a team...”

- The leader must select based on tasks, recognize differences.
- The leader must establish a vision or super-ordinate goal.

- The leader must equalize power.

- All team members must be involved to be productive. This 

isn’t possible if one culture dominates.

- Mutual respect must be organised and guaranteed.
- The leader must give positive feedback about working 

processes and outcomes. 

Multicultural teams and their productivity

© Silke Noll, Certified Intercultural Trainer 
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How are your experiences?

- What different experiences do you have with token teams, 

homogenous teams, multi-cultural teams?

- Would you give a team out of a New Zealander, a Brazilian and a 

Chinese rather some research or problem solving work? How 

about a team out of an American, a Japanese and a Peruvian?

- Analyse your team in terms of values and its effect on teamwork. 

How would you act as a leader?

- What experiences do you have in diminishing losses of 

productivity in multi-cultural teams?
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Levels of involvement into decision making
by Tannenbaum / Schmidt 1950

6. Taking decision

5. Shared decision

4. Employee advices leader

3. Employees present ideas and suggestions

2. Give feedback

1. Employees are informed

1+2: after decision

3+4: before decision

5+6: in relation to decision as such
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Decision taking process

Hierarchy principle: 
Leader takes the decision after having heard the employee‘s opinion (Eiffel 
tower, family culture)

Majority principle:
Democratic principle, mostly in social organizations

How are decisions being taken in your team?

Does everybody know after which principles decisions are taken?

Which model would fit your team best?

© Silke Noll, Certified Intercultural Trainer 
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- https://www.ihk-krefeld.de/de/international/aussenwirtschaftspraxis2/ 
leitfaeden-links-und-literatur-zur-interkulturellen-kompetenz.html

- http://businessculture.org/
- https://culturalatlas.sbs.com.au/
- http://erinmeyer.com/tools

- https://www.hofstede-insights.com/product/compare-countries/
- https://www.liportal.de/

- https://cyborlink.com/
- https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/
- http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/country_profiles/default.stm

- https://www.thtconsulting.com/culture-factory/culture-explore/compare-
countries/

Useful internet sources
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Useful resources for Māori creation:

1. The Māori creation story:

https://www.thetereomaoriclassroom.co.nz/2019/07/the-maori-creation-story/ 

2. Ranginui and Papatūānuku:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g1Kpekzypg0

3. Te Ika-a-Maui – NZ’s creation:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4NBTYDSmuRc

Useful resources for Origins of Māori:

1. Te Ara – The Encyclopedia of NZ: https://teara.govt.nz/en/maori-origins-

and-arrivals

Origins with Scotty Morrison: https://www.tvnz.co.nz/shows/origins

Useful resources for Te Arapū Māori (Māori alphabet):

1. Te Arapū Māori: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CiIcw35WoZg

2. Te Arapū Māori with Stacey Morrison:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UQeSIq_JLWk

1. Māori Arapū waiata (Māori alphabet song):

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9081U86Ylf4

Useful resources for Māori greetings and farewells

1. Māori greetings and phrases: https://www.wgtn.ac.nz/maori-

hub/rauemi/te-reo-at-university/maori-greetings-and-phrases

2. Email greetings and signoffs: https://en.tetaurawhiri.govt.nz/language-
planning-resources

Useful resources for Māori culture
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Useful resources for mihi

1. Learn your mihi: https://www.reomaori.co.nz/learn-your-mihi

2. Mihi whakatau and mihimihi: https://www.massey.ac.nz/student-
life/m%C4%81ori-at-massey/te-reo-m%C4%81ori-and-tikanga-

resources/p%C5%8Dwhiri-mihi-whakatau-and-mihimihi-m%C4%81ori-
welcomes/mihi-whakatau-and-mihimihi/

Useful resources for Tikanga Māori:

1. Books of recommendation: Tikanga, an introduction to te ao Māori by Keri 

Opai.

2. Books of recommendation: Tikanga Whakaaro: Key concepts in Māori 
culture by Cleve Barlow.

3. Mātauranga Māori: Māori Knowledge systems and cultural practices:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=t7QFvIciXiI

Useful resources for Māori cultural practices:

1. Māori culture:

https://www.naumainz.studywithnewzealand.govt.nz/discover-new-
zealand/life-and-culture-in-nz/maori-culture

1. Māori history: https://www.britannica.com/topic/Maori

2. Hongi to Hangi: https://www.tvnz.co.nz/shows/hongi-to-hangi-and-

everything-in-between

Useful resources for Māori culture
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