
Culture

• Three different 

approaches to 

understanding culture

• Ethnocentricism and 

cultural relativism





Culture in Business

• Branding, marketing and 
consumption

• Foreign direct investment

• Management and HR practices

• Business practices and 
networks

• Negotiation and 
communication

• Industrial relations

• Ethics and human rights



Cultural theories and implications 

for intercultural practices

• Essentialist culture

• Functionalist culture

• Negotiated culture



Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions

• Collectivism and individualism

• Power distance

• Masculinity and femininity

• Uncertainty avoidance

• Pragmatic and normative

• Restraint and indulgence



Capturing Culture: Fill in the blank

X (Danish company) encounters many 

problems in its subsidiary in 

_________(a) because the 

_________ (b) have a high power 

distance. They are also afraid of 

uncertainties. __________(c) 

society is also more collectivistic 

than Danish society.



Hofstede Fights Back

• Surveys are not a suitable way of measuring cultural 
differences 
– They should not be the only way

• Nations are not the best units for studying cultures
– True but they are usually the only kinds of units available for comparison

• A study of the subsidiaries of one company cannot provide 
information about entire national cultures
– What were measured were differences between national cultures. IBM is 

used for sampling.

• The IBM data are old and obsolete
– The dimensions found are assumed to have centruies-old roots; recent 

replications show no loss of validity

• Four  or five dimensions are not enough
– Additional dimensions should be both conceptually and statistically 

independ from the five dimensions already defined; proposals for new 

dimensions are welcomed.

• Source: Hofstede 2001, Culture’s consequences, 2nd ed. p. 73.



The Ecological Fallacy



Understanding Society: 

Structural Functionalism

• The organic analogy 

• The body has many parts.

• Each part serve the purpose 
of keeping the person alive.

• Each part is also related to 
other parts.

• Society has many institutions

• Each institution is needed to keep the 
society going

• And each institution is related to 
other institutions



Functions and 

Institutions

• is a positive purpose or 
consequence which is necessary for 
the continued existence of a society

• Society is seen to be existing in a 
state of equilibrium, and the 
different institutions maintain this 
equilibrium

• What are the functions of 
institutions?

• Does corruption have a function in 
society?



Functional Culture 1: 

Culture as Tacit

• Tacit versus explicit

– High context versus low 
context cultures (ET Hall)

– Local knowledge 

– Localisation of businesses

– Culture as a resource, 
competence for the firm

• Clashes of values



Functional Culture 2: 

Culture Helps Structure

• Structure versus culture

– Rationalisation and organisational 
bureaucracy

• Culture as informal

• Culture facilitates communication 
and gloss over the inadequacies of 
formal structures - decreases 
transaction costs

• Culture as corruption – increases 
transaction costs



Functional Culture 3: 

Culture as Resources

• Weber’s Protestant ethics and 
the rise of capitalism

– Also used to explain the rise 
and fall of Asian economies 
(Hofstede, Vogel)

• Culturally defined work 
ethics contribute to economic 
progress



The Conflict Perspective
• Society is an arena of conflict

• Cooperation exists but it is not a natural 
affair

• People cooperate because they are forced

– survival threatened

– persuaded and made to think 
cooperation is in their best interests

• Some people achieve their will but always 
at the expense of others. And these people 
build social structures that favour 
themselves

• Laws, morals, values, truths, and other 
patterns of society, although accepted by 
most in society, do not work in the general 
interest but only for those who have power 
in society



It’s in the System!

• In a captialist economic system, property is owned or 
controlled by a few individuals who use it for personal 
profit and who pay workers wages

• The mode of production and type of economic 
organisation determines the kind of social relationships 
that prevail in society

• Our values, truths, rules and goals (culture) are the 

products of the economic order. 
• The economy is central to society because whoever 

dominates it dominates society

• Those who dominate society do so through all the social 
institutions



Negiotiated Culture: 

Engineering Culture

• Economics rules - culture does not 
matter

– Krugman

– Marketing, technology, etc 
(possible to exploit ownership 
specific advantages elsewhere) 

• Economics shapes culture

– Alienation

– People work hard because they 
have no choice



Packaging cultures

Culture is heterogeneous and 

complex. It also changes





Culture and the Localization Challenge

Cultural

practices

Relevance: Fit into the system

Introduce new 

values, vocabulary,  

and behaviour

New and better ways of doing 

things in the system and in 

everyday life

Accessibility: 

A message 

that others 

understand



Going Local: 

To What Extent?

• Ethnocentricism 

• Cultural relativism 



Cultural relativism Ethnocentricism

Functionalism Understand how things 

work together, and let 

things be.

Example: Understand 

corruption as a functional 

part of society, and try to 

'go local' as far as it is 

legal in home country.

Understand how social 

phenomena work together, and 

attempt to change some of them. 

Example: Understand corruption 

as responses to the weaknesses 

of formal institutions, and aim 

to stop corrupt practices by 

making the formal system more 

efficient and effective.

Conflict theory Understand the power 

play in the system, and 

ace the game.

Example: Maintain good 

image and outsource 

‘unacceptable practices’ 

to consultants

Understand the politics and 

inequality in the system and aim 

to change the system.

Example: Refuse corrupt 

practices, and lobby for 

transparency and accountability 

in the system.

Example: Handling Corruption 



Learning Points

• Culture matters

• Cultural dimensions caricaturize cultures.

• Take a more nuanced and layered view of 

understanding culture. Culture changes, culture 

can be engineered

• All of us have cultural backgrounds but we are 

still individuals 

• Do not use culture as an excuse for our failures


