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Identify some cultural differences that can affect your
team work
‘Culture’ refers to a set of cognitive or perceptual filters that national groups use in order
to make sense of the world. These filters manifest themselves in a set of guidelines that
the group regard as ‘socially acceptable’ and can include rules on cleanliness, health
issues, emotional expression, body language, interaction, acceptable physical distance,
politeness, appropriate dress code and the use of language. It can also manifest itself in
cognitive preferences such as a culture’s: (i) view of time, (ii) how important the task is
versus relationships, (iii) how much a culture accepts things as they are or wants to
dominate it, (iv) how power structures are set up (v) how much uncertainty can be
tolerated and (vi) preference for hypothetical or concrete reasoning.
Look at the list below and see if you have experienced some differences when you have
worked in cross-cultural groups or organisations.
Cognitive preference

An explanation

What do you think?

Time horizon
The time frame within
which groups set goals

This shows how far ahead
people set goals. Presenthorizon groups work on
short term goals while
future-horizon groups
prefer long term goals.
Issues around ‘safety’ and
‘training’ would reflect a
future-horizon frame.

Have you recognized any
cultural differences in how
people set goals? How
about your culture and how
about you personally? Do
you have difficulty working
with other who have a
different time horizon and if
so, how can you work
around it?

Achievement vs
relationship
How groups approach life
and work situations

Those groups that are
achievement oriented, as
are Westerners, are more
concerned with completing
their tasks, while the

Have you worked in groups
where there has been some
difference on this
dimension? Does the kind
of company you work with
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relationship oriented groups
are more concerned with
inter-personal activities.
Achievement oriented
groups often want to move
forward in order to make
changes happen ‘efficiently’
while the relationship
oriented prefer to allow
change to happen naturally
and at its own pace in order
to retain harmony.

prefer a particular style?
How could you get the best
out of both styles? What is
your own position?

Mastery vs fatalism
How sure groups are of
dominating their
environment or how happy
they are to live with what
presents itself and adapt

Mastery groups are those
with technology and knowhow who feel they have
mastery over the natural
world.. Those with a
fatalistic viewpoint know
how to accept ‘what is’ and
adapt to it. Westerners and
North Americans have a
mastery view and highly
respect a ‘can do’ attitude.
Other cultures prefer to live
with the natural world as it
is and adapt with it.

Which world view have you
grown up with? How would
it be to work with someone
who is different to you on
this aspect?

Power distance
This is how groups see the
working relationship
between superiors and
subordinates

A low-power -distance is
reflected in egalitarian work
practices where information
flows readily up and down
the power chain.
Meritocracies are example
of this. A high-powerdistance group expects
leaders to be distant from
subordinates and to make
the decisions. This can be
reflected in separate eating
facilities and sometimes
toilets for different ranking
staff. It is not easy to
challenge those of a higher
rank.
Cultures behave differently
in the face of uncertainty,
especially in their

What have been your
experiences in working in
your own country? If you
have moved to a different
country or company of a
different culture, have you
experienced a difference on
this dimension? If you have
been aware of it, how have
you adjusted (or not)?

Tolerance for uncertainty

How tolerant is your culture
to uncertainty and how
about you personally?
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Hypothetical vs concrete
reasoning

Attribution
This refers to attributing the
cause of behaviour to either
an individual or a system an
individual is in

environment. Those groups
with low tolerance for
uncertainty are more
stressed when things are
uncertain at work and try to
maintain the status quo
(what they know), dislike
disagreement, resist change
and need to know ‘where
they are’. Those with high
tolerance for uncertainty
can deal with ambiguity,
make changes happily, are
not stressed by the
unknown or disagreements.

How do you feel in
multicultural teams in
relation to this dimension?
Is it an issue for you and
your company or not?

Hypothetical thinkers
happily ask ‘what if’
questions where the original
problem is grounded in
reality. They are happy to
extrapolate to some
hypothetical scenario
looking at the implications
of alternative strategies.
Concrete thinkers review
past events and take
current reality as a basis for
new strategies; they are
often procedural thinkers.

OK where are you? Are you
a ‘what if…. Let’s see’
person or ‘where are we
now’ person?

Attribution influences the
communication style of an
organisation. At one end of
this dimension individuals
see the skills they have as
only part of themselves but
not the whole of themselves
This means that positive
criticism is more easily
accepted as feedback as
there is no or very ‘little
loss of face’. At the other
end of this dimension the
individual feels more
integrated with their skills
and attributes and any
criticism can result in ‘loss
of face’.

Consider how you have
dealt with positive criticism
in the past. Do you feel
very uncomfortable with it
and feel embarrassed ?.
How about the colleagues
you have worked with?
How important is feedback
in your organization and is
it handled in a culturally
sensitive way?

Both thinking strategies can
reach the same outcome
and both have positive and
negative aspects. Do we
know how to mix both
strategies for best effect at
work?
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These are the dimensions identified by Professor Helen Klein (2004) in her ‘Cultural Lens
Model’.
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