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Introduction 

Of course you may read everything on this website and do every exercise but that would be 

neither efficient nor effective; even if the developer of the website would love you to do so. 

You probably need to know something about culture for a specific purpose. In this manual 

the use of the website for eleven possible purposes is indicated without any claim of being 

exhaustive or comprehensive. This disclaimer results from the given that the effective and effi-

cient use of the website also depends on the individual user. What s/he already knows, need 

not to be explained and what is completely unfamiliar needs more attention.  
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The selected twelve purposes are the following. 

- Knowledge of Culture  

- Government 

* International Relations and Foreign Policy 

* Diplomacy 

- Business 

* International Business 

* Organisational Culture 

* Projects 

* Teams 

* Expat 

* Duty Trip 

- Education 

* Exchange 

- Multicultural Society 

The above enumeration is based on the assumption that culture effects government and busi-

ness in different but overlapping ways. The international arena and hence, the contacts across 

borders, is defined by states. You cannot cross a border if you do not have the permission of 

the state of your nationality, whether that is implicit and automatic or determined by explicit 

approvals. In the same vein business can only be internationally active if permitted to do so 

by states setting the framework. States in turn act upon the principle of sovereignty (not 

recognising any higher authority) and limit themselves through practices of co-operation and 

international public law (defined by states themselves). NGO’s are hybrid organisations in 

view of this distinction and they may support or oppose either governments or enterprises. 

Many of them operate only within a national context without much of an international orien-

tation.  

This fundamental difference notwithstanding, states and business face many similar conse-

quences of culture. If you are abroad as a representative of a government or a company, you 

see the differences but as an individual the challenge of coping with cultural differences is 

the same.  

The importance of culture also results in the need to know more about it, including ways and 

means of dealing with cultural differences. This is more geared to the individual person and 

the ways of obtaining the knowledge, skills and attitudes. Hence, a paragraph on the Knowl-

edge of Culture, giving a broad overview of the topic; a paragraph on Education and one on 

Student Exchange. Culture is also important in dealing with Multicultural Society and hence, 

a separate paragraph on that topic. The problem here is that we still do not have a proper 
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idea and more of a list of approaches that do not work. We do not have another option than 

keep on trying.  

Whatever purpose you have in mind for using this website, in the end the individual person 

has to cope with the differences in his or her contacts across borders and cultures. For this 

reason some remarks on learning styles are in order. A learning style indicates how someone 

learns something. This is not the same for everyone. Four major learning styles may be illus-

trated by an example. Say, you see two people playing tennis, you do not know anything 

about it but you want to learn it as well. In terms of learning styles you may (1) observe the 

players (draw conclusions and then start trying it out) (2) try to hit a ball yourself (3) take a 

training and lessons and (4) read a book on tennis. The fourth example may be funny in view 

of learning sports but does occur.  

These four learning styles have been working in the background of developing this website. 

The first, observation, does not further clarification because everybody is observing culture 

every day and is adapting his or her behaviour accordingly; see remarks on individual culture 

(see the literature on the label culture > definitions and conceptes > concepts > triangle). Try-

ing it out is also we all do continuously and is demonstrated through the quotes by students. 

They tried ‘to hit the ball’ by responding to situations of cultural differences in their best pos-

sible way, even if that was inadequate in view of the other(s). Training is supported by the ex-

ercises. The results of the exercises indicate where you stand vis-à-vis the others and increase 

self-awareness. Reading a book of culture may be done by going through all the bits of infor-

mation under the literature icons, preferably in a structured was (see next paragraph). 

Again, learning styles come back to the individual user of this website and his or her prefer-

ences as developed by nature and nurture. What is best for you, you can only determine 

yourself and hopefully the website enable you to do so. Hopefully, because the website has 

been developed by someone with ‘read the book’ learning style and hence, might not have 

paid sufficient attention to the other learning styles.  

In the paragraphs below the names of labels in the mind-map are indicated in italics. 

Knowledge of Culture 

If you want to have a thorough understanding of culture, you may ‘read the book’ on culture 

(see remarks on learning styles in the previous paragraph) by clicking all literature icons one 

after another. Doing so, the e-book Encylopedia of Culture was developed, available through 

managementboek.nl.  

The literature may best be read by clicking the icons in question in the order indicated below. 

Additionally, the quotes may be used for clarification and for getting an idea of the variety of 

each topic. The exercises may help to define one’s own position on each topic. 

Culture 
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- Research 

 - Disciplines 

 - Difficulties in Studying Culture 

  - Part of Culture 

  - Definition Problems 

  - Commonalities and Differences 

  - Stereotypes  

  - Fallacy of Averages 

 - Development of Culture 

- Definitions and Concepts 

 - Definitions  

  - Limitations 

  - The ‘Flower of Culture’ 

 - Concepts (no literature) 

  - Van Asperen 

   - Monism 

   - Relativism 

   - Communicative Moral Universalism 

  - Cultural Intelligence / Cultural Competence 

  - Triangle Model 

 - Perceptions 

 - Us and Them 

 - Metaphors 

- Aspects of Culture 

 - Nature / Nurture 



5

 - Values 

  - Post-Modern Society 

 - Functions of Culture 

 - Environment 

 - Involvement 

  - Specific - Diffuse 

  - Emotions 

 - Rules 

  - Uncertainty Avoidance 

  - Universalism - Particularism 

 - Symbols and Heroes 

 - Power 

  - Power Distance 

  - Status 

  - Egalitarianism—Hierarchy 

 - Work 

 - Change Tolerance 

 - Men and Women 

  - Gender 

  - Masculinity—Femininity  

- People 

 - Groups  

  - European Culture 

  - National Culture 

  - Nationality 
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   - Dual Culture 

  - Larger Groups  

   - Organisational Culture 

  - Smaller Groups 

   - Teams 

   - Family 

  - Individual and Group  

   - Honour and Shame 

 - Individual 

  - Perceptions 

  - Identity 

   - Education and Upbringing 

   - Personal Development 

 - Relations 

  - Transactional - Interpersonal 

- Impact of Culture (no literature) 

 - Society 

  - Multicultural Society 

   - Minorities 

   - Integration and Assimilation 

  - Globalisation 

  - Transformation in Central and Eastern Europe 

  - Transport 

  - Organisation of Society 

   - Politics 
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   - Economics 

   - Legal System 

 - Time 

  - Chronology – Synchronicity 

  - Importance of Time Periods 

  - Duration of Time Periods 

  - Value of Time 

 - Food and Drinks 

 - The Arts 

 - Religion 

 - History, Habits and Traditions 

 - Geographical Background 

 - Media 

- Dealing with Cultural Differences 

 - General Aspects  

  - Preparations 

  - Literature 

  - Bridging Cultures 

  - Requirements 

 - Individual Aspects 

   - Living Abroad 

   - Culture Shock 

   - Returning Home 

  - Experience 

   - Link with One’s Own Culture 
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   - Practical Experience 

   - Learning by Doing 

   - Learning from Other Cultures 

  - Personal Guidelines 

  - Attitudes 

   - Respect and Open Mind 

   - Empathy and Acceptance 

   - Politeness 

   - Recognising the Individual 

  - Adaptation 

 - Communication 

  - Language 

  - Body Language  

   - Proxemics and Territoriality 

   - Kinesics 

    - Gestures 

    - Greeting 

    - Facial Expression 

   - Chronemics 

   - Haptics 

   - Clothing and Physical Appearance 

   - Olfactics 

  - Tone of Voice 

  - Direct versus Indirect Communication 

  - Fast and Slow Messages 
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  - Analysis Afterwards (TOPOI) 

  - High and Low Context

International Relations and Foreign Policy 

In the introduction a few remarks were made on the differences between states and business 

in relation to culture. The official contacts between states run through the Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs or its equivalent. In this context a distinction should be made between international 

relations, foreign policy and diplomacy. International relations are the topic of a scientific 

discipline that focuses on the relations between states (e.g. conditions, domains, approaches, 

roles of states), in principle without looking at a specific state. The study of international rela-

tions is like an umbrella or a framework for the actions of states. 

Foreign policy on the other hand is specific to a state. It outlines the interests of a state in the 

international arena and the ways and means of promoting these interests. This is part of gov-

ernmental policy. Although foreign policy reflects some aspects of national policies, it also 

has its own dynamism. This is one of its dilemmas: if it reflects too much of national policies, 

foreign policy becomes irrelevant for other states; if it does not reflect national policies, it be-

comes irrelevant at home.  

Diplomacy is the major part of the implementation of foreign policy. It encompasses all rep-

resentatives (ambassadors and other diplomats) and representations (embassies, consulates, 

residencies and the like) abroad and their day-to-day operations. Foreign policy may be writ-

ten behind a desk at home, diplomacy is done out there in often difficult circumstances. Be-

cause diplomacy has developed over the centuries its own way of doing thing, diplomatic 

culture is a recognised phenomenon.  

Because this paragraph focuses on international relations and foreign policy, the focus is 

more on how you may accommodate culture in policies; from benefitting from opportunities 

to mitigating adverse consequences. The next paragraph is on diplomacy and hence, on 

working in the field (abroad). 

For the purpose of international relations and foreign policy the website may be used as indi-

cated in the figure below. This encompasses the following key steps (in consecutive order). 

- Getting an idea of culture : the labels definitions and triangle  

- The focus for international relations and foreign policy is national cultures. Additional 

but relevant topics are European Culture, Nationality, Dual Culture, Organisational 

Culture and Teams. 

- The two most important aspects of national cultures are Rules and Power, because of 

the role of states and the functioning of their governments (both nationally and inter-

nationally). 
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- The impact of national cultures is mainly demonstrated by the Organisation of society 

and History, Habits and Traditions. Additional topics are Multicultural Society, Global-

isation, Transformation in Central and Eastern Europe, Media, Religionand Geographi-

cal Background. 

- Having established an idea of national cultures, the next topic is dealing with the dif-

ferences. The focus is on Living Abroad, not so much for an individual but for getting 

an idea of other societies and how foreign policy may take other ways of living into 

consideration. From this perspective Communication is a supporting topic.  

   

Foreign policy is developed at home and focuses on the relations of your own state. Hence, 

you are not in direct contact with other cultures and you mostly pay attention to national cul-

tures. At the same time you do need to know what culture is in quite some detail (aspects) 

and in particular how it affects foreign policy. The part of dealing with cultural differences 

hardly applies, although foreign policy may set conditions or create barriers to do so.  

Research on the relations between culture and foreign policy is very limited, even if culture 

always plays in the background. This could be the result of all the common elements or per-

ceptions developed over by foreign ministries, politically supervised by representatives of an 

international elite with common interests. True or false, such a situation does not apply at 

present. On the other hand the study of culture has provided strong indicators of (possible) 

relations between foreign policy and culture.  

Against this background of insufficient understanding, the choice for the appropriate labels of 

the website may be considered as an educated guess. In view of security with as one of the 

two key tasks of states, Rules and Powerhave been selected as the two key aspects. The other 

key task (welfare of the population) may be seen in the impact labels Organisation of Society 

and Globalisation. And if indeed half of the cultural differences between states may be ex-

plained by the effect of history on mentality (Inglehart), History, Habits and Traditions is of 

importance as well.  
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One study on international relations, foreign policy, diplomacy and culture may be men-

tioned here: Ester, P. and Nispen, P. van (2013) Foreign Policy and the Cultural Factor, A Re-

search and Education Agenda, Mediterranean Academy of Diplomatic Studies (MEDAC), 

Malta. 

Diplomacy 

For the purpose of diplomacy the website may be used as indicated in the figure below. This 

encompasses the following key steps (in consecutive order). 

- Prior to defining culture a diplomat may well start with the Difficulties in Studying 

Culture, because these difficulties are working all the time in the background of diplo-

macy and also form the starting point for dealing with cultural difference.  

- Once a diplomat understands how difficult studying culture is, s/he should still get an 

idea of what culture is by reading up on Definitions and the Concepts. The latter may 

be reinforced by the literature on the Triangle concept and Cultural Competence. 

- Although a diplomat represents a national culture, in his or her work s/he faces cul-

ture in all sizes of Groups. Furthermore, the relations between an individual and the 

different groups (Individual and Group) need careful attention, supported by the Rela-

tions between people. 

- The most important aspect of culture is the concepts of Values and Beliefs. In addition 

Involvement, Rules, Power, Work and Men/Womenmight well of interest. 

- The impact of culture within the trajectory of diplomacy focuses on Organisation of 

Society, History, Habits and Traditions and Time. Additional topics include Globalisa-

tion, Transformation in Central and Eastern Europe, Religion and Geographical Back-

ground. 

- The major part concerns Dealing with Cultural DifferencesThis starts with Prepara-

tions and moves through Language and Body Language to Bridging Cultureswith Tone 

of Voice as an additional topic.  

- On the individual level a diplomat should pay attention to Attitudes, Adaptation and 

Living Abroad, as well as Experience. 

https://www.um.edu.mt/__data/assets/pdf_file/0018/200907/MedAgenda14-vanNispenEster-R5.pdf
https://www.um.edu.mt/__data/assets/pdf_file/0018/200907/MedAgenda14-vanNispenEster-R5.pdf
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The need for a diplomat to know what culture is and how it affects his or her day-to-day du-

ties and private life does need to be discussed. This also applies to the awareness of why 

studying culture is so difficult and how it affects the ways and means of dealing with cultural 

differences. At the same time diplomats need to learn about diplomatic culture, a set of most-

ly unwritten rules that have been developed over the centuries and applies to quite some de-

gree to the diplomatic corps of most countries (although this is not always part of diplomatic 

training).  

Because diplomats are dealing with groups of people, the choice for these labels is not sur-

prising. Organisational culture has not been mentioned explicitly, not because it is not impor-

tant but because no hard information is available on the organisational cultures of ministries 

of foreign affairs, embassies and the relations with the host countries. Plenty of anecdotal evi-

dence indicates strong effects of organisational culture, e.g. the effect of the succession of an 

ambassador on the working climate within an embassy and the priorities in its relations with 

the host government. In the same vein effects of the organisational culture of foreign min-

istries may be outlined. 

The other selected labels for the purpose of diplomacy are rather self-explanatory. The impor-

tance of Attitudes should be stressed, because diplomats may come across as arrogant (fully 

aware of their function as a representative of a state), which is often not the best basis for a 

discussion. 

The above mentioned publication Foreign Policy and the Cultural Factor, A Research and Edu-

cation Agenda strongly advocates a major role of culture in the basic and in-career trainings 

of diplomats. 
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International Business 

For the purpose of international business the website may be used as indicated in the figure 

below. This encompasses the following key steps (in consecutive order). 

- Getting an idea of culture through Definitionsand the Triangle model; additionally the 

Difficulties in Studying Culture and the Cultural Competence might be of interest.  

- National Cultures are of interest because they set the wider framework. 

- The focal point is on Larger Groups and in particular Organisational Culture.  

- Because ultimately individuals have to deliver, the relation between culture and Iden-

tity needs attention. 

- A key aspect of the relations between people deals with the dilemma Transactional - 

Interpersonal. 

- Many aspects of culture are of interest for international business: Values and Beliefs, 

Environment, Involvement, Rules, Power, Work, Change Tolerance and Men/Women. 

- The impact of culture Time shows mostly in Time, Food and Drinks and History, 

Habits and Traditions. 

- The focus of dealing with cultural differences lies in Communication and all its ele-

ments. 

- Regarding general aspects of dealing with cultural differences Preparations and Bridg-

ing Cultures are indicated. 

- On the individual level the focus is on Attitudes and Adaptation.  
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Business and Culture 

This paragraph is the first of six related to culture and business. although five out of six also 

apply to the public domain (organisational culture, teams, projects, expat, duty trip). The im-

pact of culture on business is not limited to foreign trade and investments abroad (including 

expats) but also extends to organisational culture (including soft controls and psychological 

contract) and working together in teams and projects. In all those domains the neglect of cul-

ture may well result in considerable financial consequences; failed economic co-operation 

across borders within the EU alone would cost billions of euros a year. Furthermore, efficien-

cy and effectiveness of operations is enhanced by culture (organisational culture, teams, 

projects).  

In addition business has to deal with multicultural society (in terms of employment, internal 

co-operation, marketing and sales) and with government (setting frameworks, influenced by 

culture). In the relations with government the differences in orientation on the general or 

public interests (what is best for the population of a state) versus an orientation on particular 

interests (what is best for the company) should be noted. 

Business and Economic Systems 

In a more general sense culture also affects the economic system. The Anglo-Saxon model fo-

cuses on shareholders value. Shareholders have priority over any other business function and 

well functioning companies may be ended because the return on investment is considered to 

be too low. In the Rhineland model other stakeholders (e.g. clients, suppliers) are considered 

of equal importance.  

For Americans a company is an object, for us a living organisation.  
(Ton Büchner, CEO AkzoNobel in de Volkskrant, April 11th, 2017) 

To start with it is the orientation of their management. They perceive their 
company as a construction kit to which you may add one and another 

company, in particular to make their shareholders happy. We also think about 
our shareholders, but also about our employees, customers and many other 

stakeholders. We also attach more importance to sustainability than the 
Americans.  

(Ton Büchner, CEO AkzoNobel in de Volkskrant, April 11th, 2017) 

This difference between economic systems has major consequences, e.g. in the role of man-

agement. In the Anglo-Saxon system the manager should always maintain distance from the 

work-floor because commitment to the staff would make tough decisions even more difficult; 
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e.g. firing people. In the Rhineland model the manager is traditionally the one who has the 

best knowledge and experience and is for that reason directly involved in the primary 

process.  

The effect of the values working in the background of these two systems is so big that major 

European firms that tried to be more Anglo-Saxon, nearly went under. These near-bank-

ruptcies were based on the best commercial intentions but did not recognise the fundamental 

mental orientations working in the background.  

Business and Gevernment 

The role of governments to set frameworks in which businesses operate has been mentioned 

in the introductory paragraph. In addition business has a fundamental different orientation 

than government. Business focuses on particular interests (what is best for my company?) and 

government is oriented towards general interests (what is best for my state and my popula-

tion?).  

International Business and the Website 

At the beginning of this paragraph the route for international business through the website 

has been outlined. This starts learning about what culture is and why culture is so hard to de-

lineate. The latter point (difficulties in studying culture) is of interest because it provides the 

first handle in dealing with cultural differences. 

The focus is on national cultures because you are trading between countries or investing in 

other countries. Within the national framework further decisions are made, e.g. regarding 

company, sector or area. An often neglected but possibly major stumbling block may consist 

of organisational culture, in particular the mismatch between one’s own organisational cul-

ture and that of the target organisation. For this reason Organisational Culture has been in-

cluded in this route through the mind-map. National culture is then again a wider framework 

but not necessarily the major factor at play.  

Ultimately every activity comes down to individuals and their behaviour. Hence the need to 

look into Identity and the relations between people. Aspects of culture have their effect on in-

dividuals and for that reason quite a few of these aspects have been mentioned as well. On 

the individual level Attitudes and Adaptation need attention as well.  

At the same time the aspects of culture mentioned also influence the company itself as well; 

e.g. Environment or Rules. Change Tolerance may give a first indication of willingness to co-

operate with a foreign partner. 
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One way or the other international business has to work with partners (persons and organisa-

tions) and needs to deal with cultural differences. Doing so requires an understanding of the 

origins of these differences (e.g. History, Habits and Traditions), proper Preparations, Bridging 

Cultures and skills of Communication. 

This route through the mind-map for international business is still rather general and requires 

much more detailed attention when looking into specific topics such as the ones mentioned 

in the next five paragraphs. 

Organisational Culture 

For the purpose of organisational culture the website may be used as indicated in the figure 

below. This encompasses the following key steps (in consecutive order). 

- Getting an idea of culture through Definitions and the Triangle Model.  

- The focus in this trajectory is of course on Organisational Culture and Teams. 

- Relevant aspects of organisational culture include Values and Beliefs, Functions of 

Culture, Involvement, Rules, Symbols and Heroes, Work, Change Tolerance and Men/

Women. 

- The effect of culture is demonstrated through History, Habits and Traditions at the or-

ganisational level.  

   

The importance of organisational culture has been demonstrated in unambiguous terms 

(working climate, effectiveness, efficiency, even health), including cross-border co-operation 

(e.g. failure due to differences in organisational cultures). However, the research is still limit-

ed (for instance determining organisational culture on the basis of only two dimensions), 

leave alone the development of reliable instruments for determining and changing organisa-

tional culture. In addition a difference has emerged between US and European research. In 

the US the focus is on the values of a company, i.e. fundamental orientations and patterns of 
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thinking; in Europe the focus is on practices, what people do and how they co-operate within 

an organisation (company, government, NGO). This difference in focus between values and 

practices impacts the route through the mind-map. 

Organisational culture is mentioned in the paragraphs on business and culture but that is 

only because of the stronger (financial) effects organisational culture may have in business. 

The topic is just as important in government and NGO’s. Indeed, going from one ministry to 

another of the same national government already shows considerable differences in this field. 

And again, internal co-operation and employees’ satisfaction could be well improved if the 

top of a governmental unit pays more attention to organisational culture 

The starting point is once again to obtain an understanding of what culture is. This is then ap-

plied to organisational culture. Because many organisations prefer employees to work togeth-

er in teams, this topic is also included here and also in the next paragraph.  

Different aspects of culture may be relevant in different degrees. Values and Beliefs have al-

ready been mentioned. Functions of Culture is quite some importance because culture plays 

a prominent role in organisations, even so that culture should be an instrument of manage-

ment, just like sales, HRM or logistics. The Involvement of staff. the perception of Work and 

the setting and implementation of Rules varies from organisation to organisation and hence, 

the variation of these aspects should be recognised as both signals and targets. Symbols and 

Heroes have been indicated as an important aspect, because they represent the organisation 

in a nutshell and staff may well identify themselves with them. The importance of Change Tol-

erance and Men/Women need no further clarification. 

Just as with national cultures the History, Habits and Traditions of an organisation are a major 

factor of organisational culture; e.g. how the company was established, changes in products 

and services, legendary figures, practices established over time. 

This route through the website does not touch on Dealing with Cultural Differences, because 

it is not directly involved with another country. This may well change in multinationals or in 

cross-border co-operation. Furthermore, cultural differences do exist, also within one compa-

ny established in only one country; think for instance about the difference between the peo-

ple in financial administration and those in sales.  

An example of comparative research on organisational culture between two universities in 

different countries may be found in Glińska-Neweś, A. and van Nispen, P. (2014) How We 

Do Things Around Here. The Polish-Dutch Comparison Of The University Organisational Cul-

ture, in: Journal of Intercultural Management,  

Volume 6 Number 4 http://www.joim.pl/pdf/JOIM_6_4.pdf 

http://www.joim.pl/pdf/JOIM_6_4.pdf
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Teams 

For the purpose of teams the website may be used as indicated in the figure below. This en-

compasses the following key steps (in consecutive order). 

- Getting an idea of culture through Definitions and the Triangle Model.  

- The focus here is of course on Teams. 

- Depending needs, attention may be given to Communication.  

- Relevant aspects include Involvement, Rules, Power and Work. 

- Impact of culture is demonstrated by Time.  

   

Culture is not often mentioned in combination with either teams or projects and if so, mostly 

in terms of international teams or projects. However, (national) teams and projects do have 

their own culture, even if it is only a minor variation of the organisational culture to which 

they belong. This goes back to the definition of culture: a way of thinking, acting and feeling 

of a group of people … The group of people within a team is different than the group of peo-

ple of the organisation; the same applies to projects. At the same we once again face the dif-

ficulty of lacking research results, particularly in measuring instruments and change agents.  

Again, teams and projects are not the prerogative of business but should also be discussed in 

government and NGO’s. Furthermore, one may think of the special case of multicultural fam-

ilies; e.g. one or both parents with another national background than the country they are liv-

ing in, a child adopted from another country, or living and working abroad (expats) and its 

psychological and linguistic consequences. 

The route through the mind-map does not need much clarification. However, dealing with 

the different aspects and the impact of cultures does require quite some attention and without 

it the team will not be effective. One of the approaches to enhance team results is to focus on 

different roles within the team (e.g. Belbin) but in day-to-day practice management can hard-
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ly choose team members according to this or that theory but has to do with who is available. 

The question then is how to develop a group culture with similar understandings. 

Projects 

For the purpose of projects the website may be used as indicated in the figure below. This en-

compasses the following key steps (in consecutive order). 

- One framework for projects and culture is getting an idea of culture through Defini-

tions and the Triangle Model.  

- Another framework is Larger Groups and Organisational Culture. 

- The label Teams is of importance because projects are implemented by teams.  

- Additional topics includes Relations, Time, Involvement, Rules, Power, Work and 

Change Tolerance.  

- If projects cross borders (in for instance location, supplies, markets or rules) Dealing 

with Cultural Differences and its different elements might be of interest. 

   

In the paragraph on teams the idea of the culture of teams and projects has been mentioned, 

even if we face a shortage of research results, measuring instruments and change agents. 

Again, the route through the website does not need much clarification and the question is 

how a project is dealing with the different cultural aspects. Projects with team members with 

differents nationalities or having their effect in different countries clearly need to pay atten-

tion to culture at the risk of failure. 

The article by van Cleeff, J. and van Nispen, P. (2016) Organizations, projects and culture, in: 

Management Forum 2016, vol. 4, no. 3 www.dbc.wroc.pl/Content/35280/Cleeff_Organiza-

tions_Projects_And_Culture_2016.pdf explores the relations between culture and projects. 

The one but last paragraph reads as follows. “In view of the range of variables of projects (in-

ternal, external, nature, complexity, sector, scope, number of people involved, management 

http://www.dbc.wroc.pl/Content/35280/Cleeff_Organizations_Projects_And_Culture_2016.pdf
http://www.dbc.wroc.pl/Content/35280/Cleeff_Organizations_Projects_And_Culture_2016.pdf
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style, stakeholders, duration and more) and the effects of culture on each of these variables, a 

more comprehensive theoretical framework for classifying projects, their variables and the ef-

fects of culture is required, including the ways and means to operationalize these variables to 

measure them properly. The first idea may be found in the annex.”  

Expat 

Expats need all elements of the website, just because they are living and working abroad and 

facing cultural differences all the time (possibly even in their dreams). However, not all labels 

are equally important. Somewhat lesser important labels are indicated in a lighter green. The 

importance of a label also depends on the person in question (e.g. previous knowledge and 

experience, personality, upbringing).  

   

The need to know so much about culture, as well as having the skills for dealing with the dif-

ferences in culture and showing the proper attitudes (together the cultural competence) re-

quires some study. Just because an individual is part of his or her own cultures, the involve-

ment of other(s) is a necessity. Furthermore, this cultural competence develops over time, de-

pending experiences and discovering what works for you. A person may start on the knowl-

edge side, polish up the attitudes and develop the skills over time; for another skills develop-

ment may take priority. Once again, it also depends on learning styles (see introductory para-

graph). 

Much of the arguments related to expats apply to diplomats as well. However, diplomats are 

normally less involved in the culture of the host country in comparison to expats. Diplomats 

live more in their own little bubble of official relations. This diplomatic culture is a phe-

nomenon that has developed over centuries, indicating how diplomacy is being done by 

diplomats from all countries in all countries.  
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Duty Trip 

For the purpose of duty trips the website may be used as indicated in the figure below. This 

encompasses the following key steps (in consecutive order). 

- Getting only a limited idea of culture through Definitions.  

- The focus is on National Cultures without any further nitty-gritty. 

- Aspects and impact of culture require only general awareness. 

- Dealing with cultural differences is also required during a duty trip but the time re-

quired for learning the ins and outs of this topic should be offset against the duration 

of the duty trip. Hence, a focus on Attitudes, a reminder of how to present oneself 

and to consider how you come across to others.  

- Time permitting, attention should be paid to Communication.  

   

The duty trip is only a short exposure to another national culture but even in this period of a 

few days things can easily go wrong. A well known example is the Dutch businessman visit-

ing Saudi-Arabia. The Dutchman is all focused on doing business, while the Saudi expects a 

series of meetings to get well acquainted before even starting the discussion of possible busi-

ness. Similar stories mention that you first need to get drunk together or singing karaoke. Al-

though a pinch of salt would not go amiss with these stories, the point remains that expecta-

tions and ways of doing things could be quite different and that much depends on that first 

contact; later contacts are at least of less importance for the relationship as such. For this rea-

son the cultural factor for a strait-forward trip of even a few days should not be neglected.  

The two key points are probably the awareness of something like cultural differences and an 

attitude of respect. Tread carefully and do not close doors to areas of co-operation. The prob-

lem is of course that much of this happening subconsciously and that you may fall in the trap 

you so carefully tried to avoid.  
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John Mole mentions in the annex to his Mind your Manners the following points of attention 

for multicultural meetings: language, expectations, preparation, attendance, punctuality, 

agenda, chair, participation, consensus and follow-up.  

Multicultural Society 

For the purpose of multicultural society the website may be used as indicated in the figure 

below. This encompasses the following key steps (in consecutive order). 

- The starting point is in the Difficulties in Studying Culture, because they clearly indi-

cate why this is such a difficult phenomenon.  

- For getting an idea of culture the labels Definitions and Van Asperen are of impor-

tance. 

- The core of the problem may be found in the differences in National Cutlures. Specif-

ic aspects may include Dual Culture and the role of Family.  

- More specifically the difficulties of multicultural society may result from the different 

perceptions of collectivist and individualistic societies (not the only point of course). 

The concept of Honour and Shame should be considered in this context.  

- Related to this but also to other elements is the perception of Identity. These other el-

ements include Religion, History, Habits and Traditions and Values and Beliefs. Addi-

tionally, one may think of Men / Women and Organisation of Society. 

- The impact of culture is clearly visible in Multicultural Society, the focal point of this 

trajectory. 

- Easy solutions for tensions, resulting from multicultural society are not available and 

the list of failed policies is longer than successful ones. Dealing with multicultural so-

ciety at least requires adaptation of Attitudes on all sides; easier said than done! 
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The problems with the multicultural society are not solved by definitions and concepts of cul-

ture but rather by understanding why we all find it so hard to get a grip on the topic. For this 

reason the route on multicultural society starts with Difficulties in Studying Culture and for 

the same reason three major perceptions of culture, discussed by Van Asperen are being 

stressed. If a group of people finds its own culture superior to that of another group (monism), 

the latter does not accept this attitude and tensions will occur. The question then is how to 

change attitudes and history shows that it may be a process of centuries. Secondly, if all cul-

tures are equal to one another but co-exist separately with a minimum of contacts (rela-

tivism), the national community is eroded; only the interest of groups will be defended, not 

the general interest of society and state. The best situation is indeed a society in which all cul-

tures are involved with one another on an equal footing (moral communicative universalism) 

but again the question is how to realise that.  

The nature of Multicultural Society results from groups with different national backgrounds 

and cultures within one and the same population of a state. In granting nationality a govern-

ment may demand that the new citizen breaks all links with the country of origin but the for-

mer national cultures works through (Identity), whether you like it or not. On the basis of the 

values research (Values and Beliefs) breaking this link with the national culture of the country 

of origin may take up to four generations, even if people are fully motivated in doing so. Sto-

ries from practice tell a similar tale. For this reason a proper understanding of National Cut-

lures and their effects ( History, Habits and Traditions; Organisation of Society; Religion; 

Men / Women) is required (still more desire than reality). Against this backdrop strictly limit-

ing dual nationality would be desirable but governments face all kinds of difficulties in reali-

ty. 

Many people struggle with the reconciliation of two or more cultures within themselves, as 

demonstrated by a series of interesting novels. This struggle is not only a question of identity 

but also of belonging. This may also be demonstrated by an anecdote. A third generation 

Turkish Dutch student wanted to explain to her lecturer why she had decided over the sum-

mer holidays to start wearing a headscarf. The answer was not so much religion or fashion 

but belonging. If Dutch society showed its difficulties to accept people like her parents and 

grandparents, then she wanted to indicate to society that she belonged with them and not the 

other way around (leaving her parents and trying to be as Dutch as possible). This anecdote 

also shows the importance of attitudes (in this case of the Dutch citizens), something that is 

hard to change. Integration has to come from both sides; it takes two to tango.  

Education 

How this website may be used in education, depends on the needs and objectives of the edu-

cation in question. Culture affects every discipline and hence, these effects should be first 

recognised and then integrated in the curriculum. This recognition proves to be difficult be-

cause culture works so much in the background, that its effects are taken for granted. Only by 

confrontation with someone with another perception people become aware of the role of 
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culture. The need for recognising the effects of culture sets demands on the competences of 

teachers and lecturers. This also applies how the teaching of culture may be realised, includ-

ing the issue of the different learning styles (see introduction) and possibly exchange.  

A few examples may clarify this statement. Western if not all countries are fully integrated in 

an international environment, including the related cultures. This ranges from foreigners in 

the streets through travelling to shapes and colours of products. Understanding one’s own so-

ciety is not possible without taking culture into account; e.g. history, organisation of society, 

social relations, values and norms, communication patterns.  

In business studies students should get an idea of organisational culture and how to use it, as 

well as dealing with contacts abroad. In most countries it also implies an understanding of 

multicultural society. Culture impacts every corner of a company from HRM through market-

ing to product design. In addition they would benefit from some understanding of the in-

ternational arena, in particular how governments set the frameworks for international busi-

ness (with the related cultural aspects).  

The automotive industry appears to be rather international and should be able to deal with 

cultural differences. However, time and time again products, colours or design prove to be 

perfectly acceptable in one culture and equally unacceptable in another culture. An infa-

mous example was the name of a type of car, being ‘whore’ in one of the countries where the 

car was sold; even the prostitutes did not want that car … 

Medicine is another discipline that is discovering the effects of culture more and more be-

cause it has a direct impact on diagnosis, treatment and recovery. A first area of interest is in 

relation to ethnic groups. In the seventies for instance differences in skeleton structures were 

demonstrated that allowed women from certain ethnic groups to open their legs a bit more 

than those from other groups, resulting in a different pain experience during the delivery of 

babies. The researcher in question spotted this difference by first noticing cultural differences 

(expression of pain). In this field relations between ethnicity and the occurrence of certain ill-

nesses has been demonstrated, even if the causes are unknown. Secondly, effects of climate 

may result in different behaviour with possible consequences for health; e.g. food and drink 

preferences (spicy food in the tropics, because it opens the pores, allowing more transpiration 

and improving cooling). Thirdly, treating the ill varies across cultures. Staff in Dutch hospitals 

has been surprised more than once when family and friends of a patient came in with med-

ical supplies or even food. If indeed family and friends take care of food and drinks of a hos-

pitalised patient, hospitals do not need kitchens but do need to adapt visiting hours. In treat-

ment and recovery we clearly see the differences between collectivist and individual soci-

eties coming to the surface, also in multicultural society, without taking the effects sufficiently 

into consideration.  
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Exchange 

For the purpose of (student) exchange the website may be used as indicated in the figure be-

low. This encompasses the following key steps (in consecutive order). 

- Prior to defining culture an exchange student may well start with the Difficulties in 

Studying Culture, because these difficulties are working all the time in the background 

of the few months abroad and also form the starting point for dealing with cultural 

difference.  

- Getting an idea of culture through Definitions and the Triangle model.  

- For a relative short stay abroad a focus on National Cultures may well be sufficient, 

although for instance the culture at another university might be quite different in 

terms of organisation and procedures. 

- In dealing with cultural differences the focus is on Bridging Cultures, trying to create a 

situation in which cultural similarities and differences are reconciled (transcultural; 

cross-cultural focuses on similarities, intercultural on differences).  

- Regarding individual aspects the focus is on Attitudes, Adaptation and Living Abroad.  

   

Exchange (in particular of students) may be positioned between a duty trip and exchange 

with the one or two week school exchange on the one hand and the six month Erasmus fel-

lowship on the other. Included is also the international class in the sense of ’travelling circus’ 

in which students follow a programme in for example five universities in five countries, stay-

ing a series of weeks in each. Students exchange have an enormous impact on students’ per-

sonal development, even more so than an expat assignment over a much longer period; see 

for instance the quotes on the Erasmus exchange programme. The reason might be that stu-

dents are still in their formative years, more open to new experiences and more willing to en-

gage in them. 
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The starting point for this route is Difficulties in Studying Culture, because it should help to 

clarify for exchange students why such an intangible concept as culture is having such an im-

pact on their experiences abroad. This first orientation is then narrowed down through Defini-

tions, Triangle model and National Cultures.  

On the basis of this understanding should focus on dealing with cultural differences (Bridging 

Cultures, Living Abroad) and related aspects ( Attitudes, Adaptation) in order to gain the max-

imum benefit from their experiences. However, a positive benefit is not a given. A few stu-

dents ended their exchange period prematurely and some found it an experience not to be 

repeated. Furthermore, quite a few students mentioned the difficulties, the barriers to over-

come and negative experiences.  


