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Foreword

 

My colleagues and I have spent the last several years researching cultural intelligence and global leadership. Our driving question is: ”What’s the difference between those who can successfully adapt to different cultures and those who can’t?” We’ve gathered data from more than 60 different countries around the world and we’ve found some recurring characteristics of those who can be described as culturally intelligent. Cultural intelligence, or CQ, is the capability to be effective across any cultural context. It’s hard to overstate how important cultural intelligence is for anyone who wants to succeed in today’s increasingly globalised world.

But cultural intelligence has little benefit if it merely remains as a grandiose, overarching idea. It has to be applied to specific contexts. That’s one of many reasons why I’m so excited about having Dennis Nørmark’s new book available in English. It’s a riveting picture of what cultural intelligence looks like in the Danish context.

I’ve had the privilege of interacting with anthropologists and cross-cultural trainers all over the globe. But it’s rare to find an individual like Dennis who is steeped in a rigorous understanding of anthropological insights but who can simultaneously share practical tips for how to utilise that understanding in the real world. This was one of the first things I noticed about Dennis when I met him—his conversation is filled with the kinds of epiphanies and reflections that endear me to other thoughtful researchers; but he can also communicate in ways that are relevant, compelling, and practical.

Furthermore, unlike many intercultural experts, Dennis doesn’t worship at the holy grail of culture. He starts right off by telling us that our interactions are with fellow human beings, not with cultures. And my favorite line from the first chapter: ”Some people are just idiots!” Thank you Dennis! Sometimes those of us in the cross-cultural space try so hard to attribute every behavior and incident to cultural differences and that isn’t always the case. Most importantly, Dennis provides English readers with a much-needed resource for being culturally intelligent in the Danish context (and beyond!).

I hope you enjoy this book as much as I did. Not only did it improve my understanding of Danish and Scandinavian culture, it helped me think further about how cultural intelligence applies to other contexts. As I work with companies and governments around the world, I look forward to pointing them to this book.

Enjoy your journey with one of the stone age’s greatest minds!

David Livermore, PhD

Author and thought leader on cultural intelligence


Introduction

– a realistic book about cultural challenges

”Despite popular beliefs to the contrary, the single greatest barrier to business success is the one erected by culture”. That quote comes from the American anthropologist Edward T. Hall, who throughout his professional life tried to understand what culture is and what it does to us.

His conclusion is not particularly politically correct, but it is true. Because despite the popular assumption that a multi-cultural and diverse workplace is mostly a source of inspiration and creative solutions, things go very wrong when people don’t know how to tackle cultural challenges, which if not addressed greatly exceed the benefits. That means they never get to learn how to tap this diverse source of new development and creativity. I will go as far as to say that the key to your country’s future success as a society, in business and as a nation lies in solving the barriers in cross-cultural encounters by recognising them and dealing with them – so that we can reap all the benefits.

So it is also this book’s fundamental position that cross-cultural encounters actually create more problems than they solve – but that that doesn’t need to be the case. Not because culture in itself creates problems, because humans would be no more intelligent than a chimpanzee if we lacked the ability to create culture. The problems occur when there are several different cultures in play at the same time or in the same place. We need to deal with such situations openly and honestly.

We didn’t have that sort of problem when in the distant past, we were only walking around the African Savannah together with our ”own” people: in other words people from our own group. The situation nowadays is quite different. That is why this book is called Cultural Intelligence for Stone-Age Brains because while we may not necessarily believe we are still in the Stone Age, our brains definitely are. They are in fact fighting a daily battle to keep up with our ambitions to be modern, global, open to change and – last but not least – culturally intelligent. The biological evolution of our brains has in fact gone at a much slower pace than our cultural evolution. In other words, we have been equipped with brains which are thinking just like they did in the past. That is why today we have so much difficulty thinking beyond our differences and how to work with Danes and beyond – which is the book’s subtitle. Whether we meet them at home in Denmark or abroad.

I also ought to emphasise that it is Danish brains in particular which belong to the Stone Age because it is my assertion that as regards culture, Danes are more challenged than most other Western peoples. That is due to having been allowed to a great extent to continue their ”stone age existence” – meaning an isolated existence without very much external cultural input. That is not just an off-the-cuff assertion but also an observation where I have research and statistics on my side. I will expand on that later, but it is clear to anyone who digs into the facts that Danes are not particularly used to having to exercise ”cultural skills” and that they never really have been. A primarily homogeneous ”family” of around 5 ½ million people is not the most suitable place to be culturally challenged. In the last survey of Danes’ general ”skills” prepared by the Education Ministry, researchers reached the conclusion that only 5% of Danes have highly developed cultural skills. What the Education Ministry’s definition means is that very few Danes have experience with other cultures or are good at working together with and understanding people with different cultural backgrounds than their own. At the same time, a whole 66% of Danes are decidedly bad at it, when their ”insight into and ability to understand everyday cultural complexity and ability to communicate without prejudice with people from other cultures” is measured. Taken together, these are abilities which are about being culturally skilled and culturally intelligent.

So perhaps it is not so strange that many people who have contact with Danish culture at work can feel that Danes are somewhat of a handful. For the same reason, I decided quite early on to have my book translated into English. The original Danish version contained a couple of chapters about what Danes ought to know about themselves, but I quickly found out that this information was of course of great interest to the many thousands of foreigners working with Danes in Denmark, but who would not be able to understand a book in Danish targeted at Danish readers. Maybe you are either working with Danes in a Danish company, work a lot with Danes in a subsidiary of a Danish company abroad, have a Danish spouse or in some other way need to supplement your knowledge about cultural understanding with a specific focus on Danish culture. Instead of just talking generally about culture, it is always good to have a basis for comparison. So Denmark will in many ways be a kind of baseline throughout this book. But you will also experience Danish culture in comparison to your own culture and hopefully become more aware of why you don’t always fully understand the Danes around you.

This version of Cultural Intelligence for Stone-Age Brains has therefore been changed a little from the original Danish version, which by definition was addressed to a Danish audience. The book deals to a great extent with the same issues as the original version – how can I improve my handling of cultural diversity at work? It is namely one of the most important skills for working in the 21st century. Both because culture can create so many problems for collaboration and teamwork, but also because there are hidden benefits to reap when you shake things up a bit and work with people who do not think in precisely the same way as each other.

In fact, a research report from the Research and Innovation Agency from 2007 shows that a company can increase its innovative ability by 30% if it hires people with different ethnic and national cultures. However, the survey did not measure all the other complications which cultural diversity brings in the form of communications problems, teamwork difficulties, misunderstandings, psychological strain and misjudgements. These are, however, issues often reported by the companies who seek help from consultancies such as Living Institute, where I myself gained experience as a cultural consultant. So the benefits can definitely be even greater if a company learns to tackle the problems Hall mentions.

Cultural differences can thus be a benefit, but let us nevertheless be honest and admit that businesses and organisations scarcely work in a culturally diverse environment because they think about the business benefits of cultural diversity, but because contact with people who happen to be from other cultures is necessary. In other words, pragmatism rather than pure idealism.

It is definitely not necessary to mention to readers of this book that the global society is a reality, meaning that most of us work with people from other countries every day, and that we therefore manage or work with people from other cultures. First and foremost with Danes in Denmark or in a subsidiary of a Danish company, but maybe also with Indian programmers sitting thousands of miles away, but who nevertheless have daily contact with you or your colleagues. And if not that, we travel abroad to sell to or buy from people who can’t be treated in the same way as we treat our ”own”. We can no longer avoid other cultures, so neither can we avoid dealing with the skills required of us as a consequence.

We therefore have to deal with culture. Not only because cultural diversity is an advantage, but also because it is a reality. What we can do is get a realistic picture of the cultural challenges and then learn to minimise the problems so that we can harvest the fruits of intercultural collaboration.

This necessity is starting to sink in with companies, organisations and the public sector. In a survey undertaken by the Economist Intelligence Unit in 2012 of 572 senior managers from around the world, 51% expressed that differences in cultural traditions between the countries they worked in were the most important reason for misunderstandings. 49% felt that they had lost money as a direct consequence of those misunderstandings. In the same survey, an overwhelming majority stated that the current crisis needs to be met with more – not less – globalisation. So there is no way to avoid improving how we handle differences.

But there is no reason why it should be so difficult and cost so much money. In the 1980s, Dr Carol Kovach from UCLA undertook a groundbreaking study in how diversity affected a group’s ability to work together. The study showed that diversity can affect the group’s performance in crucially different directions. There was namely a tendency for both the worst and the best groups to be the most diverse. The homogenous teams were simply mediocre.

This insight has since been shown in studies both in Denmark and abroad. Things can either go really well with cultural diversity or go really badly. It is all about how the diversity is tackled. It is this book’s assertion, backed up by the scientific studies, that those organisations which can avoid ending up at the bottom of the curve and instead move themselves to the top end are the winners of the future – and that the key to this movement is something called cultural intelligence.

THE PARADOX OF DIVERSITY

[image: Image]

It is not enough just to mix different cultures together and then believe that innovation will suddenly occur as if by magic. Or as mobility researcher Sally Khallash writes in her latest book Send more immigrants, please: ”It’s not enough to hire 2 Pakistanis and a Chinese and then sit down and wait for the fireworks”.

But I wonder whether there are quite a lot of managers around who secretly hope that that will happen, by doing what Khallash also writes: ”just put a few extra brown M&Ms in the packet” and then just carry on as before?

If only it was that easy – but it isn’t. New insight and a change in behaviour across the whole organisation is needed if cultural diversity is to be tackled.

Any modern organisation should therefore ask itself: are we doing enough so that the unavoidable diversity that we are striving for does not end up becoming a problem, but instead becomes the key to our success? If you know that you are not doing enough yet, then you should read on.

Why have I written this book?

My reason for writing this book is that I am an anthropologist. I have also given cultural training to managers, staff, Danes sent abroad as expats and expats living here in Denmark since 2007. I have done that as head of training and chief consultant in Living Institute, which has advised some of the country’s largest international companies about the subject since 2004. The book is thus a collection of knowledge about culture and people I have dedicated myself to, partly as an anthropologist and partly in my practical work with thousands of people. The book will therefore have professional references and also anecdotes as examples. In essence, it is a handbook but it is built on a solid knowledge of research and practice.

I have written the book in as easy and as down to earth language as possible. For the same reason it definitely does not include all the long and complicated definitions needed to satisfy an academic reader. I have chosen to write a book which can be used by people tackling practical challenges every day – not a book to impress my colleagues. It is a book which tries to say things as they are, about a subject where, in my experience, far too many people tread lightly and wrap their own lack of an opinion in abstracts and unspecific clichés.


This is how culture is defined in this book:

Culture is a common set of interpretations shared by a group and which dictates the group’s expectations of other people’s behaviour and norms. It is a network of meanings structured by central values which are regarded as significant and correct by the members of the culture. The values have shown themselves to be useful and constructive in that culture’s meetings with the surrounding social and ecological reality.



Principles in this book

Culture is a sensitive subject and people invest a great deal of themselves in cultural issues. So it is therefore appropriate for me as the author of the book to briefly explain where I stand in a number of significant questions. The reader can then choose whether he or she can agree with these principles or whether he or she wants to challenge them.

We shouldn’t have respect for the culture – we should have respect for individuals.

Culture is just an instrument which people use to interpret the world around them, to organise their interactions with other people and base their identity on.

That means that cultures can and should change if people make new discoveries about their reality, or new challenges or needs appear. So the view of culture which I present the reader with is a dynamic view, not a static one. We are obliged to challenge culture, change culture and ask questions about culture, and that goes for one’s own culture more than any other. But we need to know what the preconditions are. They can seem very abstract, but in reality it is a very specific problem for companies and organisations, where we don’t realise how much we can challenge people about their culture. My principle is that we can definitely challenge people about their culture, but that we should know when and how to do so. Those are the sorts of questions this book tries to answer.

It is important to understand that everyone deserves dignity and respect. And anyone who believes that you can’t talk logically and sensibly with people, ”because they have a different culture”, then that is the same as treating them like children – impervious to sense and reason. That would be treating them wrong for the simple reason that:

People have more things in common with each other than they have differences which divide them.

That means that we mustn’t put too much emphasis on culture, because in reality the cultural differences are simply hiding a core of something which is surprisingly similar. We are often blinded by the differences without being able to see everything we have in common. So culture should not be a universal explanation we can use for everything – and neither are cultural differences an excuse which can be used in any situation because:

 

Sometimes people are just idiots.

”Idiots” come in all shapes and sizes. ”Idiots” are really just a fact of life. They can be found everywhere, but funnily enough most people around the world are aware of what characterises an ”idiot”. The things we value in other people are often strikingly similar: keeping one’s word, showing care and attention, teamwork, and trying to be liked. We can have different ways of showing these, and that is where the challenge is. But everyone agrees that those are the rules. Unless you are faced with an ”idiot”. The problem is how to distinguish ”idiots” from ”cultural differences”, and that is the ability this book would like to pass on to its readers.

My fundamental point is therefore that it is OK to challenge culture – both your own and others’. Culture is in fact just the tip of the iceberg, with most of what is below the surface being what we have in common with others. So it is possible to find a mutual understanding between everyone in the world who is not an idiot. And fortunately, they are in the majority!

What is the big problem in Denmark?

In my work as a consultant I have observed the following weaknesses in Danish organisations, workplaces and companies, although I am sure that Danes are not the only ones to face these challenges:


	People don’t fight their fear of the unknown. We ought to be able to talk about culture and challenge culture. We must be able to identify whatever is different and problematic, laugh a little at the differences and consider changing something – not least about ourselves. We need to get better at explaining, listening, expressing our own astonishment in a decent way and asking the right questions.

	We lack knowledge about other people. When people behave differently, how much of that difference is due to their culture, and how much to their own personality? When can they ”do something about it”, so to speak, and when is it ”their upbringing”? What can I expect from a German, a Spaniard, a Chinese, an Indian, and so forth? Which differences make a difference?

	To a great extent we lack knowledge about ”ourselves”. For Danes, everything Danish is ”normal”, and you will certainly feel the same about your own culture. That is why as a rule, people have limited knowledge of how peculiar they appear to people with a different cultural background from their own. This aspect is normally grossly underprioritised in books and courses about cultural understanding (because we know who we are well enough). So we will focus in particular on one culture in this book, but will also look at how you can better reflect on your own.

	We don’t know which battles to choose, and which not to. Where can you set the limits for what to put up with and why? When is culture an ”acceptable excuse” and when is it not? We often fumble in the dark here, and the rule seems to be: if in doubt, ignore it and hope it will go away. Except that’s exactly what doesn’t happen.

	We don’t understand our own reaction patterns. Why do we often react so strongly to cultural differences, and is what we think even especially rational? We lack fundamental knowledge of what psychological mechanisms are in play when we are offended, insulted and surprised by ”other people”. We don’t get to know our stone age brains better, so that we can stop them coming to damaging and completely wrong conclusions.



It is these aspects that this book will try to strengthen by giving the reader a language for what he or she sees; tools to deal with problems and knowledge of how people think in other cultures, how you yourself think and how we can bridge the cultural gap.

Structure

This book has three parts: Cultural Understanding, Mapping and Bridge Building. The division is quite classic for theoretical cultural understanding: first of all we get a handle on the term and phenomenon of culture, learn where it occurs and how. Then we look at Danish culture and map out a lot of other differences in other cultures. We should thus end up better equipped with knowledge and self-understanding to work out how we can get on together.

About this edition

Cultural Intelligence for Stone-Age Brains was first published by Det Andersenske Forlag in 2011. This edition, as well as being written for a non-Danish speaking audience working in Denmark or with Danes, is also an updated and more compact book than the first edition. Developments in this area are very fast, both in the real business world and in research. In addition, I have also learned more myself, become more knowledgeable about the subject and received useful input from the many – and fortunately enthusiastic – readers of the book. For the same reason, I have taken the opportunity to update the book all the way through for this edition.

The examples will typically be about Danes meeting others, retained from the original edition because this book is also about giving an impression of what characterises Danish culture. So instead of being about Pakistanis meeting Chinese and so on, they are all about meetings of cultures where one of the cultures is Danish. The whole idea is to open this culture up, and also to give some insight into all other possible cultures than that of Danes.


Part 1

Cultural Consciousness

In the first part, I will try to give you, the reader, some basic tools to help you become a ”junior anthropologist”. In other words, an expert in what culture is, and what culture does. I will elaborate on the definition and the value of cultural understanding, or cultural intelligence, and we will look at what we can do from a cognitive and practical point of view to improve how we deal with cultural differences.

Finally, we will look at the value of cultural self-understanding: Using Danish culture as a starting point, we will learn about what particular characteristics this culture has, and you as reader will get to dig a little deeper into the particular behaviour of the Danes.

 

1

When cultures collide

As mentioned, I am writing this book as an anthropologist. Few people know much about this profession, as it is a discipline which has not always been very forthcoming about itself.

In short, anthropologists deal with the many different ways it is possible to be human on this planet. The many different ways a society can be organised, what beliefs people have and what particular norms and values to live by.

As a rule, anthropologists investigate all this by going on long trips to conduct research into the people they want to study. These are known as field trips and consist of anthropologists living among the people whose culture they want to understand. For example, they can go off to live with a tribe in Africa, sharing their food, hearing their stories and living with them under the same roof. It can often be very time-consuming work, partly because the anthropologist himself has to overcome the initial culture shock, build trust and learn the elementary norms before the hosts begin to open up.

Maybe it is because I come from Denmark’s second city of Aarhus that I chose to make my first field trip to somewhere as ”exotic” as its rival city of Copenhagen, the capital. But regardless of that, that is what I did. I lived with some of the left-wing activist groups who unfortunately have attracted attention because of several violent episodes, the most recent being when the police ended their occupation of the Youth House in Copenhagen.

For a while, these activists were my ”tribe”. They were the ones I had to learn to understand. Why did they do what they did, and what were their values? I often mention this field work when I am giving cultural training to Danish companies and organisations. Not because I think they will ever come into contact with these young, left-wing radicals, but because it says something about what culture is. I dare to suggest that this ”activist tribe” have some values which are completely different from those of the salesmen, engineers, nurses, human resource managers and directors I have the pleasure to teach. In other words, there are cultural differences even within Danish culture. Differences which can actually be very significant.

But regardless of how strange people are, it is always possible to understand them, something I found out when I was with the activists. That is the fundamental assumption that anthropology as an academic discipline is based on, and which I will attempt to get the reader to understand. It is perfectly possible to understand people without agreeing with them or starting to take on their values.

How is someone anthropological?

Anthropologists don’t understand people such as the activists, the bushmen in the Kalahari Desert or fishermen in the Pacific Ocean just because we are cleverer than other people. Anthropologists understand other cultures because we have been trained to do so. This book attempts to pass on that training. It is a craft which can be learned.

What anthropologists say to themselves again and again out in the field, and which can be useful lessons for anyone who wants to act culturally intelligently, are a few phrases I will come back to several times:


	There is a reason people do what they do

	Grasp the natives’ point of view

	Keep an open mind but not an empty head

	Seek the known in the foreign and the foreign in the known



The first pieces of advice express a fundamental attitude in anthropology: you must not prejudge or judge the cultures you encounter. Anthropologists investigate people based on those people’s own preconditions. Which means it is not the anthropologist’s task to determine whether what the other people are doing is right or wrong – we simply don’t care. When we research, we are scientists and not judges of good taste. We have to understand – not judge or prejudge.

History has shown us that we achieve the most through understanding. One of the best stories to illustrate that is the North West Passage:

The story of the North West Passage

Before the Panama Canal opened in 1914, there was only one route from the Atlantic to the Pacific – all the way around Cape Horn at the southernmost tip of South America. But everyone knew that there might be an alternative. A sea passage north of Canada through dangerous, frozen waters past Canadian islands in the Arctic Ocean. It was a very attractive route, and when Captain John Franklin sailed from England in 1845 to find it, he was not the first to try. Fortunately, neither was he the last.

Things went really wrong for Franklin and his men. After just over a year in the area, his ships HMS Erebus and HMS Terror were stuck helplessly in the ice at King William’s Island. Still a long way from the open waters of the Pacific. And still a very, very long way from home.

Not one of the 129 crew survived. They were stuck for almost two years, and in the final stages the crew wandered around the ice, alone with their supplies of canned food in the biting frost. The only witnesses to their desperate searching are their graves and the small notes they left behind, as well as reports from local Inuits who saw them.

Franklin and his men were completely unsuited to survival in the harsh environment. They had no idea of where and when the sea froze, so the cold was the main reason for their death. But there was another much more surprising thing that contributed to their demise. When some of their still frozen bodies were found over a hundred years later, it became apparent that one of the significant causes of death was in fact the food they had brought with them. The cans they ate from were sealed with lead, and several of the bodies showed visible signs of lead poisoning. The lead in their food slowly attacked their organs, which were already subject to the harsh temperatures.

Sir John Franklin and his men died of ignorance, because the knowledge they had with them wasn’t suitable for the place they were in. But the man who finally did find the way through to the Pacific had a quite different approach.

It took him three years. From setting sail in 1903 until 1906, when Norwegian explorer Roald Amundsen was able to send a telegram from Alaska to say that his mission was complete.

Amundsen was a different person than Franklin, and he first and foremost had a different attitude. The Norwegian adventurer had done his homework differently to Franklin. He had gathered knowledge from experts who knew about survival on the ice. The experts were not Norwegian scientists, but local Inuits – Netsilik as they are called. Who else could know how to find food in the harsh climate, how to keep warm, how to build an igloo, what sort of clothes were needed, how to hunt for food and lastly, how to use dogs to pull sleds across the ice? The Inuits had survived there for thousands of years and had adapted to the environment. There were no better masters to teach Amundsen.

Why did Franklin not do the same? Because it simply never occurred to him that he could learn something at all useful from ”natives”. Whereas Amundsen’s solution was culturally intelligent, Franklin’s approach was culturally arrogant. But to understand why Franklin was so foolish, you also need to understand Franklin’s culture.

Franklin was an Englishman who had grown up with the notion that it was the British who were at the top of the human development ladder. Great Britain was in all respects Great, and that gave the British the firm belief that all wild and primitive peoples in the world ought to drop their foolish ways and become civilised – in other words be like the British. So there was nothing white men could learn from the Inuits. The only learning possible was for the wild, indigenous people to learn from the British. So Franklin turned a deaf ear to the wisdom of the Inuits. In fact, he never even asked them anything.

Maybe they could have taught him how to find, kill and prepare a seal to eat. But Franklin preferred his canned food, which was civilisation’s admirable discovery, but whose lead content ultimately sent so many of his men to their graves.

The methodology of culture relativism

The first anthropologists behaved very similarly to Franklin. They tried to find out how highly developed different cultures were. They wanted to find out how clever the ”natives” were. How close were they to becoming ”civilised”? Were they still near the bottom of the evolutionary ladder, or were they in the process of attaining the same high level as we ourselves have? No anthropologist thinks like that nowadays. These days, we think more like Amundsen. ”There is a reason people do what they do” – and that is ”it works for them!”

Other people do things differently than we do, because that is what has given them the best results over the course of time. And when it comes down to it, everyone has fundamentally the same needs: survival, development, having children, being happy, being loved and all the usual things. Which paths we take to those goals depends on where we live, how society is made up and what our history is.

So it’s not about judging and rating other people. It’s about understanding why they do what they do. That doesn’t mean you have to like what you see them doing. We’ll come back to that later. Culture relativism is about understanding people in their own environment. It is a method for analysing and understanding cultures, it is not ethics.

Other people may be strange, but their strange behaviour has meaning. Dog sleds are a strange method of transport, and lamps that burn blubber are a strange way of getting light. But not if you live in the Arctic. Later on we will look more closely at how we can understand customs that are quite different from our own, and thus be better prepared for what is new and unknown, avoid frustrations and maybe actually learn to value differences and learn from other people.

One’s own culture looks just as strange from the others’ perspective. For example, the western tendency to blow one’s nose into a pocket handkerchief causes offence in India. They do not understand why westerners value their nasal excretions so much that they wrap them up and keep them in their pocket. In India, they do things fast and simple and empty their noses onto the ground – something westerners think is completely disgusting. But who is right?

Let’s start by bringing the cultural misunderstanding from the Arctic into our day-to-day lives and then looking at why our brains have such a hard time thinking more appropriately.

The situation in a cultural nutshell

Anna offers to shake the hand of a new 28-year old colleague of Pakistani descent, who declines. Anna’s hand is left hanging. Thrust out in front of her until she pulls it back. She gets a gut feeling. A knot of unpleasantness. As if she has just smiled at someone who has responded by sticking out their tongue.

But that is nowhere near what has actually happened. On the contrary, the young man has done nothing. And that is where the problem lies.

Anna tries hastily to conclude the conversation and rushes back to her desk. ”That was a weird lack of respect”, she thinks. ”Is it because I’m a woman? So he thinks I don’t count?”

What does a handshake mean?

Anna’s analysis of the situation is wrong – or put another way: it is culturally unintelligent. That is because she has interpreted the situation as it appears – from her own Danish perspective. But she won’t get very far with that, and the interpretation is quite simply incorrect. It is not in sync with how the young Pakistani sees the world (let’s assume he does not know how people do things in Denmark).

From his point of view, the world looks different. For him, touching a woman he doesn’t know is indecent behaviour. Physically touching a woman you don’t know is indecent and insulting, which could in fact be interpreted as an invitation to sex. One honours someone of the opposite sex by not touching them.

So Anna shouldn’t feel insulted – quite the opposite. Her Pakistani colleague doesn’t touch her because he does not want to embarrass her. Had she known that this was the Pakistani’s cultural background, she would probably have thought differently. But even that is not enough. For her understanding to be properly culturally intelligent, Anna needs to do more. She also has to learn to understand why she reacts the way she does. She has to know her own cultural background.

What does a handshake actually mean in her own culture? Take a look at the following phrases which are very Danish but most certainly extend beyond Danish culture:

 


	”Give Africa a hand”

	”I asked for her hand”

	”Would you shake [hands] on that?”

	”Give me a hand”

	”Let’s shake on that – we have a deal”

	”Hand on heart”



What do these expressions say about a culture as regards hands and handshakes? What is the hand a symbol for in all these phrases?

The common denominator is trust, respect, acceptance and help. Hands are something you give and receive, they are something you hold out and something you expect to receive in return. Hands are used, for example, in Danish culture to indicate trust and respect. And if you are used to the same thing, you will realise how hurtful it is to offer your hand and not have it taken. You’ll most definitely feel it in your gut. Just like Anna did. Rejection and hurt. It is a very strong cultural signal to not take an ”outstretched hand” in many cultures, including Denmark.

In other words, it is important for both sides to understand how each side perceives the situation – and not least to understand your own reactions and prior understandings.

But the problem is, that we quite often just don’t think about the rules and norms we have in our own culture. Because our culture is ”normal” for us. That means that all other cultures are deviant.

Culture as a ”headwind”

Culture is like pedalling against the wind: you only realise you’re doing it when you change direction. And you only change direction when you meet someone who plays according to different rules, or when you move to somewhere where your own culture is in the minority.

You don’t notice culture when you are among people like you. That is why you get the impression that what you do is normal. If you are sitting on board a ferry, and a stranger across the table gets up to buy his lunch from the cafeteria, would you ask him to get you a coke? Maybe a coke, fries and two hotdogs? Most people would say no. What if you had the exact change? Most people would still say no. It’s only acceptable if you have already spoken or know each other.

Given this scenario, Danes on my cultural training courses have on average maintained that a conversation of at least ten to fifteen minutes duration would be needed. After that, it would be OK. With the exception of extenuating circumstances such as a natural disaster. When people find themselves in extraordinary circumstances such as hurricanes or other ”catastrophic” events, then suddenly we can all talk about anything at all and help each other out. Just as when it is announced that the train will be delayed even longer, and Danes slowly start to exchange a few words with the people next to them. Now we have something in common! The ”catastrophe” is a common frame of reference, and allows us to talk to each other. If there had been a heavy storm on the ferry, the conversation would have been easier, and it would have been more acceptable to ask each other for favours.

But a coke, fries and two hotdogs – without a natural disaster to permit the favour… no, that won’t do in Denmark. Think about how that might have been with your country’s culture. Would it have been OK? Would it have been OK if you only asked for a coke? Would it have been OK to only talk for one minute before asking? If so, what’s the ”price” for the two hotdogs? Six minutes more? Or longer?

When should you give back garden tools borrowed from a neighbour? What about a trailer or a tarpaulin? How far into the morning should you say ”good morning” to a colleague? When do you just say ”hello” instead? How long since you last said ”hello” until you can say it again? When do you stop to talk to a colleague in the corridor? Maybe you don’t do that unless you’re already looking for him, but what about if you meet in the car park? Maybe you will – and you definitely will if you meet him in the supermarket. Won’t you? What about on holiday in Thailand?

Maybe you’re smiling as you read these useless questions. If you are, it’s because talking about these things seems to you to be nonsense. They’re not things you think about, they’re things you just do. It’s something you know. In any event when you’re at home in your own culture.

You’re right, of course. We know what to do and what not to do when we are at home. But how do we know? We have been brought up to know, some will say. But is that even correct? Have your parents ever told you how to behave if someone on a ferry or on a train asks you to get hotdogs, fries and a coke from the cafeteria or the buffet car?

No, no one has told you. Similarly, there is no detailed instruction manual available about how to greet people when you start a new job. No one hands you a pamphlet with the ”Company Greeting Rules”, ”best regards and hugs from the HR manager”. (A hug, by the way, is only if you meet each other abroad or are drunk at an office party).

But if you don’t talk about it, how do people learn?

In reality, people don’t learn very much from instructions. We learn by doing. Just like you can’t teach someone to ride a bicycle just by telling them how and then expecting them to do it straightaway. Culture works in the same way. We seldom talk about what we do, because we learn culture through practicing it.

Unfortunately, that means that we don’t have a lot of experience in teaching people about our own culture. We are quite simply not used to talking about it. The reason is that culture in reality has to be understood as in this model.

A very popular model of culture is the onion model shown below. Culture is in the outer layer: the funny hats, the strange customs and the special products which end up in museums and which are the first thing we see, smell and taste when we are out. That is what we feel when we arrive in a foreign country. We can describe it all and talk about it.

The next layer is all the cultural stuff that is still visible but rarely talked about. It’s all the behavioural expectations that we have and that we assume other people know, but which we never talk about. It’s only when the garden tools have not been returned half a year after borrowing them that the owner finds it necessary to say that he had expected to get them back by now. To which the new neighbour quite rightly can answer: ”Of course, why didn’t you say when you wanted them back?” We already know the answer: ”I thought you realised”.

THE CULTURE ONION
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That you should stop saying ”good morning” at work in Denmark after about 9.30 is something nobody tells you. Just as nobody tells you that if you say good morning later than that, it can imply that people think you are late for work. Danes just know these things. When I once told this to an Englishman in Denmark, he rushed to tell me ”That’s why my staff always insist they’ve been here since 9.00, if I say ‘good morning’ at 11.00!” In England, like almost everywhere else in the world, it is normal to say ”good morning” right up until midday, but as he didn’t realise this he ended up unintentionally making his staff uncomfortable. No one had told him about this particularly Danish way of greeting. Danes just forget about it. For them, it’s just ”normal”.

The last layer is values. What are the qualities in others we value, are we a society which values the family highest or is it individual responsibility and development instead? Everyone always wants the best, the truth, what is right and honourable – but they do not always agree about what that is. The values are impossible to see and very rarely discussed. That is why they are at the core of the onion, invisibly holding everything together.

Put words to your culture

It’s not because culture is put together in precisely that way that it gives us so many problems. Because we assume that other people know what we do, it surprises us when they don’t meet our expectations. We aren’t just surprised. It’s a gut feeling that what the ”other people” are doing is wrong, strange, peculiar or rude.

Because Anna has not thought about the inner core of culture she carries around with her, she doesn’t understand her own reaction when her offer to shake hands isn’t reciprocated. It’s all ”the other guy’s fault”. But ”the other guy” is answering in the same way as the neighbour who returned the garden tools too late: ”how should I know, no one has ever told me”.



”Why didn’t you say something earlier?”

Here’s one of my favourite stories I always tell when I give my courses:

A group of Chinese staff joined a Danish company, leading to the discovery that queuing culture in China is quite different from in Denmark.

The Danes thought that the Chinese quite openly jumped right to the front in the canteen queue, emptying a whole dish and not even leaving a symbolic bite behind for anyone else. It was purely and simply ”survival of the fittest”.

Everyone was very irritated by their behaviour, and the Danes often talked about their ”completely unreasonable” ways. But no one said a word to the Chinese.

Finally, after a few weeks, a Danish employee plucked up the courage to say something to one of the Chinese about how the Danes perceived their behaviour in the canteen.

The Chinese employee was dreadfully embarrassed, but also very pleased that this particular Dane had overcome his own shyness to tell them about the cultural codes in the company.

His reponse was simply ”why didn’t you say something earlier?”

”Because it was embarrassing”, the Dane replied.

The Chinese employee said nothing, but it was clear that he was thinking ”just how embarrassing do you think it is for us to have been doing this for three weeks!”





We don’t explain – we just do. But if we are to become more culturally intelligent, the first step is to articulate our culture. We all have to understand that our way of doing things is normal for us, that other people don’t know our ways and that we are not used to explaining our ways because we are used to discovering them. That means you have to explain something you are not used to explaining. Instead of looking the other way like Anna did, ending the embarrassing encounter and going quickly back to her desk, she is now responsible for passing on her cultural knowledge. Otherwise her Pakistani colleague will end up in the same embarrassing situation again. And most likely again and again and again. To everyone’s frustration, and no-one’s satisfaction. It is those who know who also have the responsiblity. There is no other conclusion.

You are almost certainly not used to putting words to your own culture, but when you encounter people from other countries or when you are just at home and come across people who don’t know the ”rules”, you are obliged to do so anyway. You can’t do anything else. It’s not about talking down to people or explaining every detail, it’s about giving (and we get back to that favourite Danish metaphor again here) a helping hand.

Why is it so important?

Just as Anna was frustrated about not having her offer to shake hands reciprocated, we have all experienced some sort of culture shock. In fact you don’t even need to leave the country before you find cultural differences. Someone from Copenhagen going to the west of Jutland will quickly notice that people there talk a lot less than people in Copenhagen. Another good example of tiny cultural differences is celebrating events such as Christmas with one’s in-laws. Many people find such events difficult to cope with. Because even though the in-laws appear normal on the surface, you often find out that they are heathens when big religious festival times come round.

The reason is that rituals such as Christmas Eve in Christian cultures are all about re-confirming a common meaning. This is the time when people confirm to each other that they know what is important in life. That they know the rules and know how to play by them. They do that year after year (in fact there are tiny variations each time even in the most rigid rituals – we just like ignoring them).

But why can we feel culture shock? Why is it that suddenly, it’s unpleasant to be standing on a street in a strange city, where it smells weird, where people speak a language you don’t understand a word of and where someone comes along and tells you something you don’t understand? Why is it directly physically unpleasant to be somewhere where everything seems wrong and impossible to grasp?

The answer lies buried in our stone-age brains.

Crocodiles gone astray

Nature is so smart that it re-uses what works. Every animal’s brain is basically the same: it regulates the body’s balance of energy and fluids, finds food, fleeds from danger, fights and finds a mate. We have those parts of our brains in common even with simple reptiles. A crocodile, for example, doesn’t have to do any more than those few tasks from the moment it is born until it dies.

Humans, on the other hand, have to do a whole lot more. But when we encounter situations we haven’t seen before, or are unsure about, we react with what can in simple terms be called our ”reptilian brain”. It is a powerful part of our brain which is in close contact with our nervous system, so we feel the fear and unpleasantness physically as well.

It can be exceedingly difficult for the sensible, analytical part of our brains to cancel out these ”primitive” signals from our inner crocodile. That’s why we don’t always react very sensibly, analytically or rationally to the unknown.

Culture shock pushes us off balance. So it is stressful, and that’s why we often end up being aggressive and look for escape routes or maybe, more seldomly, ways to attack. Once our inner crocodile is switched on, it becomes a matter of life and death, so there isn’t time for more precise or accurate thoughts. We feel an enormous amount, but think very little.

So we need to learn how to tame our inner crocodile. We do that with the newest part of our brain, one that we have in common with other mammals and primates (in other words, apes).

[image: Image]

This part of our brain is controlled higher up in the brain, in the frontal lobes which are just under the forehead. This is where we learn from experience and restrain impulses (such as when we resist eating sweets, because we know it will affect our weight). This is where we have the opportunity to judge something which is happening, so we can at least decide whether there is a need to attack or flee, or whether it would be better to learn something from the situation. Crocodiles never learn anything, because their brains can’t cope with that. Humans and other mammals can learn, however.

When we get a strange handshake, or someone shouts at us in a language we don’t understand, we can feel the crocodile in us react. The solution is to address what we don’t understand, and turn it into something we do.

But why do we get so nervous and uneasy with other cultures? After all, it’s not a question of life or death, is it?

No, not any more. But once upon a time in our past it was. In order to understand why we put so much emphasis on culture and other people’s behaviour, we need to understand that we are simply not built to live the life we do today. We are built to live on the African Savannah. We are walking around with a crocodile brain within a stone-age brain.

Global stone-age men

For most of the history of our species, we have lived in Africa. With primitive stone tools, a fear of predators and with hunting and gathering as our primary sources of food. Our brains are built accordingly. Brains that communicate with the other members of the group merely about how to get the next meal. In fact, humans work best together with others. In this we are quite different to crocodiles, even though we still have the reptilian brain’s fear instinct intact. We are definitely a social species with a good ability to collaborate, helped well along the way by our very advanced means of communication: language.

And that is something essential. Try to imagine how you could kill a gazelle or an ox armed with nothing more than your bare hands and a few primitive stone weapons…

The people on the African Savannah needed to tell their hunting partners that the following day, they would attack the old gnu with the black patch between its eye when the sun was at its highest point in the sky on the other side of the hill. One of them was to bring two stones and the other a spear. One would attack from above, and the other from the side. First throw the stones, and then when the first hunter gave the signal, the other one should cast the spear.

Very simple, really? No, not at all. It’s actually very complicated. Before they could start, they had to agree on lots of things. What do ”old” and ”black patch” mean, where is the ”highest point in the sky”, which hill are we talking about, what is a spear and what sort of stones are we talking about? The first hunter is hardly expecting the other to turn up with a handful of gravel. What do ”from above”, ”from the side” mean and what sort of ”signal” should be given?

It all requires a very large amount of common knowledge. They had to agree about what words and signals mean. The slightest misunderstanding could be fatal. So they had to be sure they understood each other perfectly. If they misunderstood each other too much, it was better to go their separate ways. A misunderstanding when hunting could mean death for both hunters.

A question of trust

Everyone needs some fundamental things to be in place in order to be able to collaborate with others:


	Predictability

	Minimisation of misunderstandings

	Collective planning



All these things give trust – something people in social sciences also call social capital. Because it is capital. It can be saved up, cashed in and used. If I have high social capital, I have connections to partners whose behaviour I can predict and therefore count on, which is a great help. Unpredictable actions can often turn out to be innovative and exciting, but most often they just get in the way of collaboration. Just think how much you take for granted in day-to-day life – how much do you depend on other people’s actions being predictable? If they didn’t do what you expect, there would be no electricity coming out of the socket, the phone would not work, the train would not run and the plane would not take off. People as a rule behave amazingly predictably – thank goodness for that.

When we make an appointment for 2 o’clock, or when you are looking for a particular document, or when you order ”a table for five” – each time you expect to be understood – because a mountain of problems would occur if that were not the case. So it’s good to trust your surroundings.

People who speak differently, don’t turn up on time and don’t react as you expect, don’t earn your trust. You don’t need to be from another culture to have your expectations left unmet. Colleagues, friends or family may repeatedly do something unexpected or wrong, so we end up seeing them less and less, we fire them or in some way start to avoid them.

People who do unexpected and strange things create uncertainty. We say ”they can’t be trusted” or ”we don’t know where we are with them”. We are conservative stone-age people.

People who say hello to everyone they see on the street, talk to themselves or sit on a bench smiling vacantly for no reason are people we steer a wide berth around. We are not attracted by the unexpected, we are repelled by it; even though we say the opposite in job interviews in order to appear more open and interesting. Because our brains are attracted by the known and reward us with a warm feeling when we are around things we recognise. This is called the ”Mere Exposure Effect” and is well-documented in psychology.

The reason is that during the stone-age, outsiders were a risk to good collaboration. For the same reason, we are still repelled by behaviour which deviates too much from the norm. It is the body’s way of ensuring that we do not go about killing a gnu with the wrong partner. It can be fatal.

When we meet another person, our stone-age brains think ”can I kill a gnu or an ox with this person – or is it too risky?” Or in a more feminine version: ”can I count on her looking after my children while I just step away from the camp fire for a moment?” Fundamentally though, it is the same reaction pattern: when we turn away from other people because we feel strange or uncomfortable about their behaviour, it is just our brains telling us: ”don’t waste your time on them, they are too dangerous”.

It’s not very nice, but it is what we are up against. The more we know about it, the more we can do something about it. It’s not every time that our stone-age brains are right.

It can be said that we have all had the feeling of not being able to trust a ”stranger”. We are more sceptical about people who are not like us, and are quite naturally reserved about cultural differences. We all have this in common. These feelings are quite OK, no one needs to be ashamed of them, and no one is better than anyone else in this regard. It is how we deal with the feelings, that makes all the difference. This is where we can learn something from each other.

Social capital

When we meet people from other cultures, our whole body tells us to keep away from them. They will only give us problems. That is very likely the reason why racism and fear of the unknown are so common in all cultures. Being suspicious of people who are not like us, do not talk like us or do not think like us is – unfortunately – one of the most human things there is.

Our bodies are in fact right. It is difficult, expensive and in many ways inappropriate to negotiate and work with ”other people”. This book gives countless examples of where things have gone really wrong. But there is no other way, because even though we may be cavemen in our brains, the world is global, and we quite simply have to deal with that fact.

That is why cultural training is so essential. Our brains simply cannot tackle the problem without training. Our instincts win over our common sense, if we cannot find out how to ”short-circuit” the crocodile and stone-age parts of our brains before we give up and lose the necessary trust.

It’s something you likely know from when you are standing by the Eiffel Tower or any other tourist place in the world, and you want a picture of yourself with the tower in the background. The pictures you take with your arm outstretched, the camera pointed back at yourself and the tower behind you are usually pretty poor, so you very likely look around for someone to take the picture for you. Who? Who will get to hold your camera for a few short moments?

When asked, most people say that they look for someone who looks the same. Tourists in the same situation (and preferably fathers with the family in tow). Once again, we are looking for signals that we have the same culture. ”Deviations” from our own norm are to be avoided at all cost.

To show that degree of trust, and when abroad, is very Danish by the way. As the former British ambassador to Denmark, Sir James Mellon, once described the Danish national character: ”Danes are not a nation in its normal sense, they are a tribe; that is their community strength and the reason for their unshakable trust in each other”.

Some researchers believe, that the reason for Denmark (and the rest of Scandinavia) having such high social capital can be found back in Viking times. The Vikings traded over long distances and had to know that a deal was a deal when they came to collect the goods they had been promised the previous year. Another (I think) more likely explanation is that Scandinavian people are so culturally homogeneous; that the cultural differences within the countries are so amazingly small because for centuries, immigration has been very limited. Danes lost their colonies of ”exotic” people before any of their inhabitants started to move to the colonial power in any signficant numbers. Thus in 1901, apart from Scandinavian and German immigrants, there were only 5,688 foreigners in Denmark out of a population of a little over 2.3 million, and in the previous century net immigration was a modest 20 people a year. Compared to other countries, it might as well be zero.

In other words, Danes have not been ”mixed” with very many other people, something which is also noticeable in the genetic makeup. In Denmark, there is not much variation there either. Danes are more genetically similar than most other countries’ populations. So they are literally very closely related to each other – or to be very direct we could say that Danes are quite simply one of the most inbred nations – and it is family people have the greatest trust in.

In many ways, Danes are thus used to the people they deal with from day-to-day being very similar to themselves. That makes it all the more challenging for them to have to deal with big cultural differences.

But in fact there is no reason at all for any of us to be particularly sceptical. Because ”the others” are just as interested in collaboration as you are yourself. They also want trust, respect, friendliness, help and recognition. The problem is just that you meet ”the others” with different forms of greeting, language, gestures and rules than the ones you use for recognising those from your own community. Those are all the strange things we never talk about, and which lie right at the core of the cultural onion. All the assumptions we don’t put into words. They are all our norms.

If we get closer to each other, we will find out that all these differences are actually purely superficial banalities and formalities. Every time we do something other than what is expected, we show that we are not a member of the ”other” tribe.

If we are culturally intelligent, we can get over the problem. Cultural intelligence consists partly of recognising in advance that our behaviour can reduce trust. So the task consists of finding what exactly we have in common despite the irritating differences, and that is much more than you would immediately think.


A few things that set us apart, but which show we have much more in common

Around twenty years ago, anthropologist Donald E. Brown tried to sum up some of the many things which people all over the world have in common despite cultural differences. The lists includes over 300 well-documented common human characteristcs. Here are just a few of the many things we all do, just in slightly different ways.


	Correcting injustice	Fear of dying	Language

	Age terms 	Gift giving	Political control

	Facial recognition	Grammar	Rituals

	Inheritance rules	Hospitality	Sexual attraction

	Visual arts	Trade	Gossip

	Care of children	Hygiene	Care

	Property ownership	Incest prevention	Taboos

	Etiquette	Body adornment	Units of time

	Family	Play	Jokes

	Beliefs about death	Magic	Weapons

	Insults	Melody	Marriage

	Hair styles	Nepotism	Economic inequalities





Norms, morals and ethics

Here is a very important point, so pay attention! People generally want to be sociable. They want to be perceived as polite and decent – and they don’t want to be made a laughing stock, step out of line or otherwise make a fool of themselves. Our species is a social one, maybe in fact a ”hypersocial” one, where we are constantly aware of other people’s reactions.

As mentioned earlier, that is because we have to collaborate with each other. It also means that if you perceive the ”stranger” as impolite, indecent, amoral or inept, there is a strong likelihood that something has gone wrong in the inter-cultural communication. It is very unlikely that the other person is deliberately doing something that repels you. If they do it deliberately, they are an idiot. He or she is an idiot in your culture and very probably in his or her own culture too. As I mentioned in the introduction, there are idiots of all shapes and sizes in all countries, and they are characterised as being completely indifferent to others from a social point of view. For social animals such as humans, it simply doesn’t do to be socially illiterate or deliberately not give a damn about other people. As for all the others, the non-idiots, who have insulted, irritated or hurt you – they have most certainly had no idea what they were doing.

The solution to cultural clashes must therefore be to think culturally intelligently and to consider how the other person sees the world. As a rule, much comes down to misunderstandings, but sometimes our thinking doesn’t get that far, because we are shorttempered and promptly react in a stone-age manner. One of the most important pieces of advice to give is therefore to always test the temperature of the water. Find out what is happening before you react. Don’t assume a whole load of things before you have the knowledge needed. Otherwise you will react by reaching for the book on your inner shelf that is called ”How I must perceive that behaviour, because that is how I would be perceived if I did the same”. Remember it is not someone like you who you are dealing with. It is someone else with different norms from your own. It can be said that when it comes to cross-cultural encounters, you have for a moment to tone down the old adage ”do unto others as you would have them do unto you”. In any event you should wait before you do anything. Listen before you speak, and think before you act.

The reason for many cross-cultural clashes is what we call norms. This is where we humans differ significantly from each other. In fact differences in norms can be so great, that we can sometimes think that we have nothing in common with someone. We can end up believing that the other person has completely different morals or ethics than we have.

That was the reaction to the Chinese in the above example who pushed their way to the front of the canteen queue. ”He just doesn’t care about good manners and what we think of him!” – that’s what Danes think, and shake their heads. The Chinese have not learned a set of rules for that, because in China they do not regulate norms in the same way as in Denmark. Conversely, a Dane will get nowhere in China, because he will have difficulty understanding why people put so much emphasis on personal relationships. He might in fact drop some of the social events. Maybe he will stay in his hotel room when the others go out. ”He doesn’t care about anyone else”, might be the pre-judgement from the Chinese. Now it’s going the other way.

Both parties are of course mistaken. The clash here is of two different sets of norms. Norms which we believe say something about the other person’s psychological and social makeup. Norms don’t do that at all. They say something about the codes developed historically by different societies. They are different codes we use to find out whether the other person is playing according to the same rules as we are. Because having rules in common means that we can go off and hunt ox together.

To understand why, we must have a quick look at two areas where people have a lot in common, but where they often believe that they differ.

Ethics

Ethics are basically about not hurting others and there is no society in the world where people are allowed to just go around murdering others. We all have a strong resistance to hurting, fighting and killing others. We are fundamentally ethical animals because collaboration is so important for us, which makes murderous deviants dangerous and unpredictable partners we can’t count on. What we sometimes (and only when under heavy pressure) do to people outside our group is another thing, but society generally punishes its own violent members. We often punish our own deviants harder than those from outside our own community.

In most cultures, violent offenders are considered to be idiots by the vast majority of people. No one gets any benefit from asocial people who go around murdering others (at least not within the group) – somebody like that can’t be trusted and as a rule remains socially isolated. It was the ox we were supposed to hunt, not each other.

Morals

Morals are about socially responsible behaviour and fairness to each other. That means not cheating, stealing or defrauding each other, and that generally we agree about mistrusting those who do. Even chimpanzees have morals, who know who owes what to whom within the group, so it is very likely that humans share the same biologically determined and fundamental sense of fairness. If you give something, you expect to get something in return. This simple moral rule, which the well-known French anthropologist Marcel Mauss discovered in the 1920 and described in his book The Gift, has since been confirmed in one society after another. That is why we punish theft and fraud. Those who do not contribute, those who are not generous, those who never invite others to visit but always visit others, those who scrounge – such people are not popular anywhere in the world.

Norms

Should you go to a funeral in a gaudy, low-cut dress? No, not in most cultures. Should you chomp your food noisily, pass wind at the table or openly and completely uninvited start talking about the hostess’s weight? In some cultures you can, in others you can’t.

If you are from a culture where you can’t, then people call that type of behaviour insulting or inappropriate. We wouldn’t dream of saying the same about ethical or moral transgressions. It is not ”inappropriate” to kill someone or steal his car. It is frightful, extremely unfair and in any event illegal. It is not frightful, and seldom illegal, to breach a norm.

Norms are basically about signals. You show that you are part of a group because you use the group’s special signals. Norms are a way for our stone-age brains to determine whether someone is in the group or not. If you deviate too much from the group’s norms, it can make collaboration risky. So people look for norms about shaking hands, how they dress, how they say good morning at work and how they behave on ferries. Because non-adherence to these norms is a signal that there are deeper cultural differences which could make collaboration difficult.

The division between ethics, morals and norms is not sharply defined, but holds in most cases. This means that we have to be more careful about believing that just because people do not adhere to norms (which of course are often not their norms, but ours), then they will also breach our moral and ethical rules too. The moral and ethical rules are, as mentioned, almost universal.

The spiral of mistrust

Differences of norms can thus be misunderstood as differences of morals and ethics. This is where we have to be careful and understand that norms are often banal signal differences and thus not very substantial.

It is about being at the forefront of these mechanisms, because the problem is that as soon as things go wrong, they quickly go very wrong indeed.

As I have said, trust is key in cultural conflicts. The less trust, the more you get dragged down into a spiral of mistrust. Along the way there are a number of danger signals which unfortunately get noticed too late:

Mistrust can quickly be fostered by small, insignificant things because within one’s own ”tribe” it’s generally the case that other people mean well, so there is immediate doubt when dealing with someone who is an ”outsider”. Just a small amount of uncertainty about whether there are shared values or agreement on the same things is enough to start a growing spiral of unrest and suspicion. One wrong word, one cryptic comment, something puzzling – which you of course never asked about, because you forgot to express your bewilderment.

SPIRAL OF DISTRUST
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It doesn’t take much more, and the downward spiral has begun. Suspicion has been aroused. Next time it’s easier to be bewildered, suspicious or even hurt and angry again.

Often, we are much too careful about not articulating surprise, or even an insult, based on a misunderstood culturally tolerant idea that ”other people are allowed to insult me”. They don’t have the same morals and ethics that I have. They’re just less polite where they come from.

That sort of idea is very dangerous, because it sets the standard for morals and ethics lower among the other people. If you don’t expect the same ethical and moral standard of other people as you do of yourself and ”your own”, then you have not given the other people sufficient recognition. You can’t expect that they greet, reward, speak, perceive or think like we do. We like to expect that the temperament, the fundamental morals and ethics, will be decent, generous, empathic and responsible. The problem occurs when we think that the other people don’t have to ”behave as well as we should” in precisely this area. When we set our expectations for their morals and ethics deliberately lower. It is a very misunderstood form of cultural respect and it is a very dangerous path to go down, because if we don’t demand decent behaviour from others, then we also end up thinking that we don’t need to behave decently to them.

It is important to understand that other people are welcome to have other rules, so that we don’t prejudge people. But if we don’t ask why they did what they did, and what happened when we were surprised or insulted, then we will never find out whether the other people were simply using different norms. So we can easily begin to imagine that there really is something wrong with them as people, and that they are just idiots.

Now we have already come down the spiral a little. We have wondered, and been insulted, and we have no precise idea what happened. ”What did you mean with that email?”, ”why didn’t he say goodbye properly”? We don’t know if it’s serious or nothing to worry about. Should we attach any ”meaning” to it? We have not got around to asking, and can easily begin to think the worst…

Now we need to double-check everything and we get nervous when the ”other people” speak their own language to each other. ”What is it they can’t say in a language we can all understand?” We feel a greater need to check up on something and make sure that they understand it too. Now our tolerance for deviations has become decidedly narrower, and we get more and more irritated and less and less willing to yield and forgive.

The worst comes when we start to avoid talking to each other. The communications and information gap gets bigger, and the time between conversations gets longer and longer. The conversations we do have are curt and their content very limited and compact. We only write and talk about work and jobs to be done as briefly and precisely as possible. Then we start to retreat into our own group. We start to exchange stories about the others, the worse the better. And everything, simply EVERYTHING they do gets interpreted as yet more evidence that they can’t do anything right, or that they have a hidden agenda. Now all it needs is for someone to light the fuse, and the whole powder keg will explode.

Sounds familiar? As well as illustrating the situation in many workplaces, unfortunately, and possibly a few marriages, it is very typical for such downward spirals of mistrust to stem from cultural differences. They can occur when a company outsources part of its work abroad and those abroad need daily contact with the head office in Denmark. Many times things develop just like the escalation of ethnic conflicts, civil wars and genocide such as in the Balkans or Rwanda. The patterns are frighteningly similar. The really dangerous escalation occurs when two groups begin to wildly dream up things about the other side and stop communicating with each other. Then we are well into the us/them attitude which easily leads to people quite simply killing each other (although it usually needs a Slobodan Milosevic or similar tyrant before things get really bloody). In the office, things seem a bit more civilised on the surface, but – hand on heart – how many of us know of someone who obstructs their colleagues’ good ideas? That we kill off creative solutions because our own department wants the kudos for doing something else? Thank goodness that comes nowhere close to genocide, but the underlying process is the same.

If you are, or have been in such a spiral, it can generally be useful to consider where things went wrong (so that it doesn’t happen again) and then consider what is needed to reverse the downward drift. The code words are:


	Express your doubt and surprise, ask about the meaning of what they are doing instead of grumbling about a strange comment or a weird phrasing in an e-mail (maybe it means something different to what you think it does, or maybe it means nothing at all).

	Explain how you feel if someone’s behaviour makes you uneasy, concerned or makes you wonder –

	that requires trust. But trust is something you only receive when you show trust and respectful honesty yourself.

	Make sure that everyone communicates in a common language when others are around.

	When the group starts to exchange stories about the others, challenge this.

	Be aware of all the danger signals listed above, and tell your colleagues about the spiral of mistrust and the danger signals.



There is no need to replay scenes from the former Yugoslavia in the office or let a subsidiary company abroad you only speak to on the phone be the whole office’s scapegoat and collective irritant. We have to have respect for spirals of mistrust and now that you know what they look like, you have a responsibility to make sure they don’t affect your workplace.

The battle with the stone-age brain

The psychological reality is that we get on best with our ”own people” and find it easier to extend interest, sympathy and trust to people who look like us. In fact, we like to group according to the most trivial factors we have in common. Psychologists have performed masses of experiments with children, young people and old people, and this fact gets proven time after time. Give one group blue shirts and the other red, and they will immediately form two groups and conflicts will then occur between them. Let one bus of scouts arrive half an hour before another, and it won’t be long before we have two groups feeding on mistrust and hate for one another before the week is out.

That doesn’t mean that we have ”natural” hate for one another. The idea that different cultural / ethnic / national groups have an instinctive hate for one another is rubbish. It would be far too expensive if we all went around with an irrational thirst for each other’s blood. What on earth would come of that? War is an unimaginable waste of resources with very little gain compared to the gains from collaboration.

In reality, we do not hate each other when it comes to crossing cultural boundaries. Our relationships are more akin to mild indifference. The other people are just not that important to us. It is more difficult to be really interested in their lives beyond the fact that on the surface they may appear to be interesting and arouse our curiosity. In the long run we prefer our own type.

So it is not because of any ill will that we quickly forget ”other people’s” accidents, natural disasters or civil wars once we switch the TV off. We forget because people who are not like us just don’t foster our emotions in the same way – their world is simply not important to us.

But that has to end. Other people’s worlds are important because we talk, trade and live together with them and we share offices, canteens and the water cooler with them at work. Furthermore, some of the challenges we face are global, so we have to work with other people. A greater understanding of the baggage our stone-age brains carry around in the form of inappropriate ideas would help us a lot. So we can understand that the differences in norms hide deep similarlities which our stone-age brains don’t immediately notice, because they are so busy looking for differences.

As Shylock the Jew said in Shakespeare’s Merchant of Venice, Act III, Scene 1:


I am a Jew. Hath not a Jew eyes? Hath not a Jew hands, organs,
dimensions, senses, affections, passions? Fed with
the same food, hurt with the same weapons, subject
to the same diseases, healed by the same means,
warmed and cooled by the same winter and summer, as
a Christian is? If you prick us, do we not bleed?
If you tickle us, do we not laugh? If you poison
us, do we not die? And if you wrong us, shall we not revenge?



In order to become better at seeing all the similarities and understand all the differences, we have to train our cultural intelligence. We need to learn about what separates us so that we can take it into account and so that in time we can better understand, prepare ourselves and act according to what we know about ”the other people”. That is what the rest of this book is about.
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Quote and points about Danish self-satisfaction also from (Gundelach et al. 2008; 190-92).

Gundelach’s study from Dansk Sociologi (Danish Sociology) Gundelach, Peter. (2001) ”National identitet i en globaliseringstid” (”National identity in times of globalisation”) in: Dansk Sociologi (Danish Sociology). (1) p. 64-80.

Qutoes from Bertel Haarder’s Den Bløde Kynisme (Soft Cynicism) (1997) Gyldendal. About inferiority complexes and self-overvaluation (Ibid. 16) about ”åndelig stormagt” (great spiritual power) (Ibid. 18) the example from the Parliament (Ibid. 19-20).

See also several examples of names with ”Dan” in them on the very funny Facebook page ”Dan this, dan that”: http://www.facebook.com/ group.php?gid=105485402833836&r ef=ts.

About what is ”not Danish” see (Lundgreen-Nielsen 1992: 12).

Richard Jenkins (1998). Fra Amalienborg til Kvickly: Dannebrog i dansk dagligliv (From Amalienborg to Kvickly: The Danish flag in daily life). Skive: Skive Museum.

And Danes’ attitudes to flagburning during the Mohammed cartoon crisis: Jenkins 2011: 147.

The characteristics of Germans and Brazilians respectively are taken from an interview undertaken with two of Living Institute’s course participants in a Master’s thesis at the University of Lund: Anne-Mari Fagerström and Elias Mellander (2010) Striking a Balance – a cultural analytical study of a Cross-Cultural Consultancy. University of Lund.

5. Can countries be compared?

Geert Hofstede (2001) Cultures Consequences – 2nd edition. Sage Publications.

Geert Hofstede and Gert Jan Hofstede (2005). Cultures and Organizations. Software of the mind. McGraw-Hill.

And the website: www.geert-hofstede.com.

Fons Trompenaars and Charles Hampden-Turner (1998) Riding the Waves of Culture.

Shalom H. Schwartz (1992). Universals in the Content and Structure of Values: Theoretical Advances and Empirical Tests in 20 Countries. In: Advances in Experimental Social Psychology. M. Zanna. San Diego, Academic Press.

Edward T. Hall (1959) The Silent Language. Doubleday & Company.

Edward T. Hall and Mildred Reed Hall (1990) Understanding Cultural Differences. Intercultural Press.

Robert J. House et al 2004. Culture, leadership, and organizations: The Globe study of 62 societies. Sage Publications.

Richard Gesteland (2006). Cross-Cultural Business Behavior. Copenhagen Business School.

Richard D. Lewis (2006) When Cultures Collide. Nicholas Brealey International.

Web resource: http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/.

6. Some are more equal than others…

The example with the Egyptian is from (Gesteland 2006: 48-49).

About attributed and attained status: There is also a correlation between Hofstede’s high PDI and the societies which Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner give as countries with attributed status (Smoterman and Kooros 2001: 15).

Per Meilstrup describes the situation surrounding COP 15 and the lack of cultural intelligence of the Danish leadership with lots of examples in Kampen om klimaet (Battle for the climate) (2010). People’s Press – and the quote from the Indian Environment Minister: p. 171.

7. The ones we know and those we don’t know so well

About Guanxi: Ambrose Yeo-chi King (1991): ”Kuan-hsi and Network Building: A Sociological Interpretation”. In: Daedalus, Vol. 120, No. 2, p. 63-84.

About telemarketing in Asia (Gesteland 2006: 22).

The figures in the table are from Gert Tinggard Svendsen and Gunner Lind Haase Svendsen who combined figures from the World Values Survey and their own SoCap study to give a measurement of ”General Trust”. All figures from the 86 countries in total and more details about social capital and trust can be found in their book Social Kapital (2006) Hans Reitzels Forlag (publishers).

Circle models about specific and diffuse relationships from Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner 1998: 84, which also borrowed them from social psychologist Kurt Lewin’s book about the difference between American and German social spheres.

Example of the French director: Nathalie Ostrynski (2009) ”Jeg har følt, at folk er ligeglade med én” (”I felt that people didn’t care about me”) in Berlingske Tidende newspaper, 16.4.2009.

A specific analysis of the difference in context between Denmark, Germany and the UK which is the basis for where they are placed on the line: Malene Djursaa (1994) ”North European Business Cultures: Britain vs. Denmark and Germany”, in European Management Journal vol. 12 no. 2 pp 138-146, June 1994.

8. For my sake, or the group’s?

Richard E. Nisbett 2003. The Geography of Thought. Free Press. New York.

The example with the pens is also from there, as is the in-group out-group model and the studies of the animals and the aquarium.

Data about individualist and collectivist working patterns is from Hofstede and Hofstede 2005: 100-101. As is the explanation of the term ”filótimo” (p. 90).

The Norwegian anthropologist Unni Wikan has described the mechanisms behind honour killings in her book Ære og drab (Honour and Killing): Fadime – a case for thought (2004) Copenhagen: Gyldendal.

The example with universal vs. particular rules in the study of the traffic accident can be found in Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner 1998: 33-35.

About Americans and American individualism, nothing beats: R. N. Bellah et al. (1996) Habits of the Heart – Individualism and Commitment in American Life. University of California Press.

In fact, it can today be measured that brain activity in American and Asian brains is simply different when they have to undertake tasks which require an understanding of the whole rather than tasks which focus on individual details: Trey Hedden et al. 2008. ”Cultural Influences on Neural Substrates of Attentional Control”, In: Psychological Science, 2008, 19 (1), p. 12-17.

It is an exciting area which is called ”Cultural Neuroscience” and which has been giving lots of interesting results the past few years.

About the problems of saying ”no” in Asian cultures see Gesteland 2006: 35-45 for an even more thorough study of the relationship between dishonesty, lying and harmony, particularly in China, se Verner Worm (1997). s. 111-13.

The dialogue between Sumitra and Brigitte can be found in: Craig Storti: Speaking of India – Bridging the communication gap when working with Indians, 2007, p. 48.

The history of the Walkman as a cultural product: Marieke de Mooij (2009) Global Marketing and Advertising: Understanding Cultural Paradoxes, p. 5.

The internal Scandinavian differences: Kirsten Weiss 2006 and the quote from Søren Milner, p. 24.

The example from Japan is from Lisbeth Clausen (2006), Intercultural Organizational Communication. Copenhagen Business School, p. 99.

About the difference between in-group collectivism and institutional collectivism and country placement within these parameters see Robert J. House and Mansour Javidan ”Overview of GLOBE” in: Robert J. House et al. (2004) Culture, Leadership, and Organizations – the GLOBE study of 62 Societies.

9. How much change is allowed?

About flexibility in Chinese culture see Verner Worm (1997).

The example with the trains is from British sociologist Peter Lawrence who has also called the German attention to maintaining standards and generally very conservative and controlling attitude ”organisational impudence” in his book from 1980: Managers and management in West Germany. London: Croom Helm.

The ranking of European countries in Shalom Schwartz’s study is taken from ”Basic Values in Europe” from the ESS Launch Conference, Brussels, 25 November 2003.

There is also a strong correlation between Schwartz’s results by country and Hofstede’s (according to Dahl, S. (2004). Intercultural research: The current state of knowledge. Middlesex. University Business School Working Paper).

According to Hofstede, uncertainty avoidance also correlates with indications of neurotic behaviour (Hofstede and Hofstede 2005:. 172).

Considerations about Norway come from Thomas Hylland Eriksen’s Typisk Norsk (Typically Norwegian) (1993) C. Huitfeldt Forlag (publishers), Oslo.

Quote from Anita Ekwall from Kirsten Weiss 2006: 66.

About Putin’s popularity and Russians’ craving for stability see among others Sergei Kovalev ”Why Putin Wins” In: New York Review of Books, vol. 54, no. 18, November 2007, not least also Anna Libak’s excellent contemplations about this special people from her time as correspondent in: Rusland på røde plader (Russia on Red Plates) (2004) Lindhardt and Ringhof and the quote about the carwash is on p. 38. About Japanese loyalty to a company (and more details about such relationships) see: Fiona Graham (2003) Inside the Japanese Company.

Malinowski’s observations from the Trobriands: Bronislaw Malinowski, (1965) ”The Role of Magic and Religion,” from Reader in Comparative Religion: An Anthropological Approach, red. William A. Lessa and Evon 2.Vogt. New York.

10. Gorilla or mother hen?

The description of the fundamental characteristics of masculine and feminine societies are from Hofstede and Hofstede 2005.

George Lakoff describes the difference between maternal morals and paternal morals in his masterly: Moral Politics – How liberals and conservatives think (1996).

Gallup’s survey can be read at: Andreas Luth, ”Mænd er så kloge – synes de selv” (Men are so clever – that’s what they think) in Berlingske Tidende newspaper, 14.11.2010.

About Japanese women and the way they change society. Blaine Harden ”Japanese Women Shy From Dual Mommy Role” in the Washington Post, 28.8.2008 and about the same situations in Italy: Mads Frese ”Italienske mødre skal ofre alt” (Italien mothers have to sacrifice everything) in Information newspaper, 1.10.2008.

Anne Knudsen 1996: 53-54.

A provocative book about the subject, which to a great extent shows how masculine behaviour creates a number of problems for young men with muslim backgrounds and shows how this behaviour is learned at an early age is described in Nicolai Sennel’s (2009) Blandt kriminelle muslimer – en psykologs erfaringer fra Københavns Kommune (Among criminal Muslims – a psychologist’s experiences in the City of Copenhagen).

The same thing has been written very well by Naser Khader in (2006) ”Ære og Skam” (Honour and Shame).

The quotes from the case of Thor Pedersen and Barsebäck are from: Lars Lemche ”Bildt kræver undskyldning af Schlüter” (Bildt demands apology from Schlüter) in B.T. newspaper on 6.1.1993 and Jens Holsøe ”Humør-krig over sundet” (Humour war across the Øresund Strait) from Politiken newspaper, on 7.1.1993.

Other points about the differences between Denmark and Sweden: Weiss 2006.

11. May I show my feelings?

The introductory example is inspired by a similar case from Gesteland 2006: 71.

About the Chinese Mianzi, Verner Worm 1997: 50.

The model for conversation patters is from Nancy J. Adler (1986) International Dimensions of Organizational Behavior. Kent Publishing Company.

Excellent summary of how much contact there is in the two types of society in Gesteland 2006 and also Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner 1998: 70-82.

12. Is time a limited resource?

The theory about polychronic and monochronic cultures and their division across countries is primarily from Edward T. Hall 1990 and Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner 1998, who use the terms ”synchronic” and ”sequential” for what Halls calls polychronic and monochronic.

Another thorough, wellresearched and entertaining book about this field is Robert Levine’s ”The Geography of Time” (2006).

The African story: Louise Windfeld-Høeberg. ”Frøken Tracys fornemmelse for tid” (Miss Tracy’s perception of time). I Weekendavisen newspaper no. 19, 2008.

Richard Gesteland, quotes and observations about time and especially how things are in the South in Gesteland 2006: 59-67.

Max Weber’s famous thesis about protestantism’s culture, which gave rise to capitalism, is described in the book: The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism from 1904.

About work morals in the Middle East and their connection with fatalism, see: Raphael Patai: 2007, The Arab Mind. Hatherleigh Press, New York, but I should also mention that other reserachers believe that this fatalistic element in the Arab world can also quickly be emphasised too much: Yusuf M. Sidani and Jon Thornberry (2009): The Current Arab Work Ethic. In ”Journal of Business Ethics” 91: 35-49.

The report about in which countries you cover 60 feet (18.3 metres) fastest is from a study by Professor Richard Wiseman and The British Council in 2006 and can be found at: www.paceoflife.co.uk and in Wiseman’s book (2008) Quirkology – the Curious Science of Everyday Lives.

About Japanese switching between linear and circular time perception see: Yohko Tsuji (2006) ”Railway Time and Rubber Time: The paradox in the Japanese conception of time” in Time & Society, vol.15; p. 177-195.

The Chinese and time from Richard D. Lewis 2006: 58-59.

13. Use cultural knowledge in the right way

The division between prejudices and stereotypes is from Rolf Kuschel and Faezeh Zand’s Fordomme & Stereotyper (Prejudices & Stereotypes). Frydenlund publishers (2007). Parts of the theory about stereotypes presented here is also from there.

The studies done about how Americans, Germans and Frenchmen are perceived and which stereotypes they have about each other was undertaken by a number of different researchers and is compared to Kuschel and Zand 2007: 74-78.

In 2012 (6.8.2012), Metroexpress and YouGov did a survey of 1011 Danes’ prejudices about other Europeans which correlates highly with the prejudices in the table.

Fredrik Barth developed his theory about borders’ meaning for ”ethnicity” in his classic ”Ethnic Groups and Boundaries: The Social organization of cultural differences (1969). Boston: Little Brown. And the theory was further developed and elaborated by among others Richard Jenkins in (1997) Rethinking Ethnicity – Arguments and Explorations. London: Sage Publications.

The cognitive cycle was developed from the model in: Ulric Neisser (1976) Cognition and reality: principles and implications of cognitive psychology. WH Freeman.

Examples of the question full of prejudices is from (among other sources) Plum: 2007.

Alex Ahrendtsen (2009), Når danskerne bøjer af, (When Danes Yield) Trykkefrihedsselskabets Bibliotek, publishers.

14. How to choose your cultural battles

The Amartya Sen quote is from his own book (2006) Identity and Violence. The New Republic.

Theory of identity in modern and traditional societies.

Craig Calhoun (1997) Nationalism Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press and Rogers Brubaker and Frederick Cooper (2000) ”Beyond ’Identity’” in Theory and Society, vol. 29 (1), p. 1-47.

E. E. Evans-Prichard: ”The Nuer of Southern Sudan”, in M. Fortes and E.E. Evans-Pritchard (eds.): African Political Systems. Oxford: Oxford University Press 1962 (1940), 272-296.

Of globalisation as a force which creates more diversity and ”glocalisation” just as much see: Robertson, Roland. 1995. ”Glocalization: Time-Space and Homogeneity-Heterogeneity.” P. 25-44 in M. Featherstone, S. Lash, and R. Robertson (eds.), Global Modernities. London: Sage.

On brothership in certain Danish professions: Henrik Dahl (1997) Hvis din nabo var en bil (If your neighbour were a car). Akademisk Forlag, publishers.

That we believe people from other races look the same as each other has been confirmed by several psychological experiments. Most recently: Corenblum, B., Meissner, C. (2006). Recognition of faces of ingroup and outgroup children and adults. Journal of Experimental Child Psychology, 93(3), 187-206.

”Scandinavian Dream Management” is from Weiss: 2006: 103.

A good, research-based study of what actually works when people are to be integrated into another culture, and which a large part of this chapter’s various ”assertions” are built on, can be found at: Young Yun Kim (2004) ”Long-term Cross-Cultural Adaptation” in Dan Landis et al. Handbook of intercultural training. Sage Publications, pp. 337-362.

About diversity management:

Susanne Nour & Lars Nellemann Thisted (2005): Mangfoldighed i arbejdslivet – når vi er lige men ikke ens. (Diversity at work – when we are equal but not identical). Copenhagen: Børsens Forlag (publishers) (and the specific quote is from p. 20).

Sine Nørholm Just and Mikkel Bülow Skovborg (2008): Mangfoldighedsmanifestet – principper og praksisser for mangfoldighedsledelse (The Diversity Manifesto – principles and practice for diversity management). Danmarks ErhvervsforskningsAkademi.

The story about Korean Air and David Greenberg’s work to get them back on their feet again is described in: Malcolm Gladwell (2009) Outliers: The Story of Success. The comparison of plane crashes with the PDI parameter (as well as a number of other parameters) is elaborated on further in Hofstede 2001: 115.

15. What everyone should know about cultural encounters with the Danes

The quote about independence from Oxford Research Expat Study, p. 60 and on the same page there are also the figures for the evaluation of decision-making processes among Danes.

Cases from Susanne Ekman are from the article ”Hvad forventes jeg at lave? (What am I expected to do?) from Weekendavisen newspaper. No. 23, 2010. And the overall conclusions are available in her thesis: Ekman, Susanne (2010). Authority and autonomy – paradoxes of modern knowledge work. Copenhagen Business School.

The quote from director Torben Møller is from: (Yüksekkaya 2007: 102).

The study of to what extent people expect managers to be able to answer specific questions about staff’s work is from: André Laurent ”The Cultural Diversity of Western Conceptions of Management” in International Studies of Management & Organization, Vol. 13, No. 1/2, Cross-Cultural Management: II. Empirical Studies (Spring – Summer, 1983), pp. 75-96.

The study of Danish work ethics and willingness to go to work without being paid, compared to other countries: Svallfors, S, J Goul Andersen & K Halvorsen (2001) ”Work orientations in Scandinavia: A Comparison of Denmark, Norway and Sweden” in Acta Sociologica, Vol 44, pp 139-56.

About the modern and western tendency to seek identity through work: Sennett, Richard (1998): The Corrosion of Character – The Personal Consequences of Work in the New Capitalism, W.W. Norton & Company, New York London.

Together with the creative director at Living Institute, Heidi Rottbøll Andersen, I have myself elaborated on the reflections about Danes, the modern ”nomads” of expats and what we can expect from integration from them in a comment in Berlingske newspaper 14.10.2012.

The article about Ib Ravn’s results in the study of Danish meeting culture, where there is also a reference to the study from other countries. Bjørn Themsen (2007) ”Dårlige møder koster penge og vrede ansatte” (Poor meetings cost money and angry staff). In Nordjyske Stiftstidende newspaper, 21.10.2007.

And the good advice which came out of the research project can be read here: Ib Ravn (2005) ”Bedre møder gennem facilitering” (Better meetings through facilitation) in Controlleren (The Controller), by P. N. Bukh (ed.), Børsens Forlag (publisher), from where the quote also comes (p. 1).

Reflections about Danish and Swedish meeting culture from: (Weiss 2006: 42-44).

That we have an especially timebound ”window of opportunity” for learning languages as children, which later closes so that we can no longer learn a foreign language as well as the first one we learn is called ”The Hypothesis about the Critical Period” and has been studied and confirmed by experiments several times. Sources: Robert M. DeKeyser (2000). ”The Robustness of Critical Period Effects in Second Language Acquisition”. In: Studies in Second Language Acquisition, 22:4: 499-533, Cambridge University Press and in Steven Pinker (1994) The Language Instinct. Morrow.

Mie Femø Nielsen. 2002. ”Nå! En skiftemarkør med mange funktioner (So! A change marker with many functions)”. Årsberetning for Selskab for Nordisk Filologi (Annual Report for the Society of Nordic Philology), 2000-2001.

The calculation of vocal sounds in Danish is from linguist Dr. Ruben Schachtenhaufen’s blog about phonetics and phonology: http://schwa.dk/vokaler/hvor-mangevokallyde-er-der-i-dansk/.

That Danish is a difficult language to learn because of a large number of reasons I mention is confirmed by a number of language researchers in this article: ”Dansk, et flippersprog du ikke kan nå” (Danish, a hippie language you can’t manage) in Information newspaper, 4.4.2003.

The significance of language for integration in Denmark can also be read in the Expat in Denmark survey. There is a strong correlation between language and cultural integration. Oxford Research: The Expat Study 2010 p. 66. What determines what is of course difficult to say anything precisely about, but other studies also confirm that knowledge of the language where you are moving to is crucial for feeling that you understand the other cultural codes in the society. Sharing language means to a great extent that you get the feeling of sharing the world, and so language integration is thus such an essential element in feeling at home in another culture: Milton J. Bennett and Ida Castiglioni. 2004. ”Embodied Ethnocentrism and the Feeling of Culture” in Dan Landis et al. Handbook of Cultural Training. Sage Publications.

Studies of Danish leadership abroad and the existence of ”German-Danes” and a more autocratic management style, when we are no longer in Denmark, is documented and described in:

Bjørn, L. B. 1997. Managing Uncertainty in Transnational Headquarters-Subsidiary Interfaces. Aarhus University, Aarhus.

Lauring, Jakob and Selmer, Jan (2008). ”Globalizing Denmark: Open-minded while Self-sufficient?”. Not yet published, but available at http://www.asb.dk/fileexplorer/fetchfile.aspx?file=7603.

Lauring, J., Bjerregaard, T., and Søderberg, A. 2008. ”Intercultural Encounters in an English Subsidiary: An Ethnographic Field Study”, EURAM Conference. Ljubljana.

And an article about the term ”German Danes”: Marcinkowski, Victoria (2008) ”Danske ledere fejler i udlandet” (Danish managers fail abroad) : Børsen newspaper, 19.12.2008.

Reflections about Danish versus southern alcohol culture are from Anne Knudsen and Lisanne Wilkens (1993) Kulturelle Verdener (Cultural Worlds), Columbus, (p. 120-21).

The OECD’s list of diligent nations can be found here: http://www.bizaims.com/articles/social/meet procent20worlds procent20hardestworking procent20countries.

16. Communications and negotiation

Coordinated Management of Meaning has been especially developed by W. Barnett Pearce and its description can be found at:

W. Barnett Pearce. 2008. Making Social Worlds: A Communication Perspective. Wiley-Blackwell.

The Pakistani Prunes story is distributed by: R. J. Lewicki, B. Barry and D. M. Saunders (2006) ”Negotiation – readings, exercises, and cases”. McGraw & Hill.

There are also lots of advice, checklists and exercises to find in the following books:

Richard W. Brislin and Tomoko Yoshida. 1994. Intercultural communication training: An introduction. Sage Publications.

Dan Landis et al. 2004. Handbook of intercultural training. Sage Publications.

Lee Gardenswartz and Anita Rowe 1994. The Managing Diversity Survival Guide. Irwin Professional Publishing.


About Living Institute

Living Institute was founded in April 2004, originally to solve Danish companies’ challenges with attracting and retaining key foreign staff. Very quickly, the focus was expanded to also give Danish staff a global outlook.

Living Institute works with cultural intelligence in some of Denmark’s largest companies.

Dennis Nørmark joined in 2007 and is now a partner, the chief consultant and the head of training.


Thanks to the informants

An anthropologist is worth nothing without informants, and in my years of work with cultural understanding my most valuable source of information about Denmark and the Danes has most definitely been all the fantastic and capable expats I have taught, trained and most of all listened to. They have become thousands of good sources, and I want to thank all of them.

That these encounters between them and me were at all possible is of course due to the founder of Living Institute, Heidi Rottbøll Andersen. I also owe her my thanks for her useful input and for introducing me to all the fascinating people who have been sources of inspiration for this book. Among them are the specialist consultants I have worked in partnership with over the years. Several of them are mentioned in this book, and some merely ”between the lines”. Thanks to Victoria Vorting, Line Mark Rugholt, Mads Fuglede, Sidsel Rastrup Magnussen, Anne Mette Lundtofte, Tom Hale, Anette Villemoes, Kirsten Weiss and Hanna Leanderdal.

For the English edition, I also owe special thanks to Sofka Ane Brændgaard and Helle Katholm Knutsen.
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