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Surviving and Thriving Abroad: 
The Benefits of Cross-Cultural Awareness

Here is a curious paradox: 
As travellers on the 
international stage we are 
encouraged to explore 
cultural differences and 

even to celebrate them; but at the same 
time we are taught not to generalize 
about nationalities, because that would 
be simplistic and potentially offensive. 
Surely the French cannot all be rude and 
the Japanese are not all pathologically 
secretive. Yet these are opinions often 
heard from foreign visitors.

It is the third layer of culture that 
causes us problems when we move 
abroad. It consists of Norms and 
Values, and underpins the other two 
layers. By “norms” we mean a nation’s 
definition of what is right and wrong 
in a moral or legal sense – i.e. what 
is allowed and what is prohibited. By 
“values” we mean people’s perception 
of what is good and bad. So isn’t right 
the same as good, and wrong the 
same as bad? No, not necessarily. For 
example, there is a growing consensus 
that assisted suicide is “good”, yet in 
most countries it is still “wrong” (i.e. 
illegal). The same was true regarding 
abortion not so long ago – and there 
are many other examples where the 
norms and values in a given culture 
are in conflict with each other.

By questioning people’s norms and 
values, we are in fact criticizing their 
behaviour, which is of course dangerous 
territory in any conversation. If we plan 
to move or work abroad, it facilitates 
our mental and emotional survival if 
we try to at least understand the pre-
vailing norms and values in the host 
country. To start us on our way, there 
is a book called Riding the Waves of 
Culture by Dr Fons Trompenaars. He 
has come up with seven independent 
cultural dimensions, into which every 
culture can be subdivided. How is 
this possible? Well, think of culture 

as white light comprised of a complex 
mix of optical wavelengths. Let the 
light pass through a prism, and it will 
emerge at the other end as the discrete 
colours of the rainbow, i.e. as pure 
and independent spectral waveforms. 
Here, the prism is a metaphor for 
cross-cultural awareness.

Italians are likely to seek internal con-
sensus and will conclude with a col-
lectivist statement that “Our position 
is that…” Swedes are more inclined to 
identify with the Italian approach.

person’s achievements, while an Italian 
is prone to link his respect to the other 
person’s rank. Consequently, American 
decision-makers can be men or women, 
young or old, whereas in Italy they are 
more likely to be male veterans. Here 
the Swedes are closer to the American 
viewpoint.

6) Serial versus Parallel cultures – 
i.e. how we perceive time.
Example: Americans tend to favour 
doing one thing at a time, and doing it 
properly before moving on to the next 
task. Time is a straight line with regular 
tick marks, and going backwards in 
time is impossible. Italians, on the 
other hand, are experts at improvising. 
Time is cyclical like the seasons, 
meaning that lost opportunities will 
always return at a later date. Swedes, 
even more than the Americans, are 
sequential and punctual to a fault.

The above examples are illustrated 
in the following dimensional “ther-
mometers”. 

By Peter Berlin

So why do we continue to paint 
foreigners with such a wide brush? 
Because by using stereotypes we are 
subconsciously trying to come to 
grips with this sprawling, intangible 
phenomenon known as Culture. To 
make things even more complicated, 
culture comes in several layers, like 
an onion. The top layer consists of 
outward expressions such as art, music, 
architecture, and cuisine. Not much 
controversy about this layer, for whether 
we like or dislike these manifestations, 
they do make for stimulating conver-
sation. The next layer has to do with 
customs and traditions. Not a lot of 
argument here either, for although 
we are expected to adapt to local 
customs and traditions when we visit 
or move to a new country, it is not an 
insurmountable task. There is a lot of 
literature on the subject.

 Dr Trompenaars describes each 
cultural dimension by pitting the 
extremes against each other:

1) Universalist versus Particularist – 
i.e. how we relate to rules.
Example: Americans believe that set 
rules apply universally, i.e. equally to 
everybody. A deal is a deal, and legal 
contracts are binding. For an Italian, 
it is also important to take human 
relations and particular circumstances 
into account; hence rules should be 
viewed in a given context, and deals 
may be renegotiated if conditions 
change. Swedes lean towards the 
American position while allowing for 
some flexibility.

2) Individualist versus Collectivist – 
i.e. how we relate to groups.
Example: Americans act as individuals. 
They admire quick decisions and will 
say “My position is that …” In contrast, 

 One could well argue that the above 
examples are wild generalisations, 
since one can always find a large num-
ber of Americans, Swedes and Italians 
who operate at the other end of any 
particular cultural thermometer. Dr 
Trompenaars acknowledges this by 
stressing that the depicted behaviours 
are merely the most frequent ones 
within a normal distribution, i.e. we 
are dealing with averages rather than 
absolutes.

So how can we make the best use of 
these cross-cultural insights? We must 
recognize that a nation’s norms and 
values are the result of people having 
learned through the centuries how to 
survive in their particular environment 
– be it cold, heat, mountains or deserts 
– and with each other, whether in dense 
or sparse populations. Hence, even 
if we encounter French rudeness or 
Japanese inscrutability and don’t 
understand why, we can avoid negative 
knee-jerk reactions by accepting that 
the nation’s culture is both logical and 
legitimate. There is no need to fear 
unfamiliar behaviour if we accept that 
it exists for a good reason. Instead we 
can adapt our social and business 
strategies accordingly, so as to reach an 
agreement with a seemingly uncoop-
erative person, or enjoy the socializing 
before a negotiation. And let us not 
forget that we ourselves are as exotic in 
the eyes of foreigners as they are in ours!

3)	 Affective	versus	Neutral	cultures	–	
i.e. how we express emotions.
Example: For once, Swedes are more 
extreme than either the Americans or 
the Italians, in the sense that self-
control is seen as a virtue. Effusive 
gestures and physical contact are rare 
among strangers. At the other end of 
the dimension we find the Italians 
who amplify their viewpoints with 
vigorous gestures and emotional out-
bursts. By the same token they distrust 
anyone who plays his cards close to his 
chest. Americans are no strangers to 
heated debate, but usually within the 
bounds of a “controlled adversarial 
relationship”.

4)	 Specific	versus	Diffuse	cultures	–	
i.e. how we engage ourselves.
Example: Americans like to be specific,
up front, and get straight to the point.  
Italians adopt a more diffuse approach 
by taking time to explore the ramifica-
tions first. This may include becoming 
acquainted with the other party over a 
meal before getting down to business. 
Another example: In America, business 
relationships depend on the quality of 
work previously performed. In Italy, 
the quality of the work performed 
depends on the business relationship. 
Swedes find themselves somewhere in 
between these extremes.

5) Ascription versus Achievement – 
i.e. how we attribute status.
Example: An American’s respect for 
another person is conditional on that 

7) Control versus Subordination in 
Nature	–	i.e.	how	we	treat	our	environ-
ment.
Example: Here “environment” is 
taken to mean both the ecology and 
the people around us. In America it 
is defensible to exploit Nature e.g. by 
extracting coal through mining and 
gas through fracking if it benefits the 
national economy. Americans also 
admire people who maintain strong 
convictions and know how to hold 
their ground in the face of opposing 
views. Here we find the Swedes at the 
opposite end of the dimension with 
their yearning for harmony, peace, 
compromise and preserving Nature 
at almost any cost. The Italians will 
happily argue against their own 
convictions just for the pleasure of 
stimulating a debate.


