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The White Leg Syndrome
From work to family to, yes, even prosthetic limbs, the pervasiveness of a dominant culture's "norms" creates real barriers to making cross-cultural connections. And your organization might perpetuate such a syndrome without you even knowing it.
By Patricia Digh
A black woman in London was told recently that after the amputation of her lower leg, the hospital would provide a white prosthetic limb free of charge. If she wanted one to match her skin color — and who wouldn't? — she would have to pay more than $4,700 for it.

It was all a big mistake, the hospital reported after the story broke, but the incident speaks volumes about the unconscious ways we set up systems and structures that support a dominant culture and leave others outside those systems, looking in — sometimes in disbelief. 

The story of the prosthetic leg might seem extreme and an aberration, but on a simpler level, many of us who are Caucasian don't realize that when we buy adhesive bandages, they match our skin color and not that of our dark-skinned colleagues. Often, those in the dominant culture (in this case, European-American) don't see the privilege that accrues to them by being dominant — indeed, they don't even see themselves as dominant. Rather, they believe that their cultural norms are self-evident. In today's marketplace, driven by globalization, technical innovation, interdependence, and competition, it is imperative for association leaders to challenge that assumption.

We must examine the systems and structures of our organizations — from the unspoken rules about how meetings are run (and who runs them) to how we design marketing brochures, to what kinds of guest programs we offer at conferences, to the ways in which we educate our members — to ensure that we're not unconsciously making the same kind of mistake as the London hospital by offering everyone that same white leg, regardless of their individual needs. 

But before those assessments can take place, we must first learn more about what our unconscious beliefs are — our cultural norms — and the way they profoundly influence all of us.

Often, our efforts to be more culturally competent and sensitive remain largely superficial — determining what kind of publication a certain group will respond to or which kind of snack foods a particular ethnic group will eat. Francis Fukuyama, a public policy professor at George Mason University and director of its International Transactions Program, asserts that our attention to consumer culture should dig deeper.

"A culture," he explains in an online forum on economic globalization and culture, "really consists of deeper moral norms that affect how people link together."

To understand those deeper norms, we must become more culturally competent as a nation. In a recent poll by the Program on International Policy Attitudes at the University of Maryland, 91 percent of U.S. citizens agreed that the "global economy makes it more important than ever for all of us to understand people who are different than ourselves." More importantly, we must first understand ourselves and see our own cultural norms more clearly to avoid "dominant culture think."

Success for many associations in the next 20 years will stem from successful and innovative joint ventures and alliances, many of them across cultures as well as across product and service lines.

But the condition for success of such collaborative ventures has changed. No longer simply product driven, survival now depends as much on flexibility in managing cultural diversity as on sophistication in marketing techniques. This entails being able to vary services across cultures and audiences, not simply by using marketing ploys imposed from the outside but by understanding how culture drives differences from within. It's essential to grasp the deep structures — religious, social, ethnic, and ethical — that influence how we and others reason, what we and they expect, and how we and others listen. This requires a level of genuine understanding that goes beyond simplistic training in cultural diversity "dos and taboos." 

Being culturally competent, notes Northeastern University Professor Henry Lane in his book International Management Behavior (Blackwell Publishers, 2001), entails "a willingness to acknowledge cultural differences and to take steps to make them discussible and, thus, usable." Increasingly, the question we must ask ourselves when working across cultures — whether in our own country or across borders — is, "Do we understand how they are thinking about the world?" To have such understanding, we also must understand the unconscious ways in which we are thinking about the world as well.

What Is Culture?
In 1877, the so-called father of anthropology, Sir Edward Burnett Tylor, offered the first definition of culture: "That complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, law, morals, customs, and any capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of society." A century later anthropologist Victor Barnouw wrote in Culture and Personality (Dorsey, 1979) that "a culture is a way of life of a group of people, the configuration of all of the more or less stereotyped patterns of learned behavior, which are handed down from one generation to the next through the means of language and imitation."

In other words, "culture is learned, not inherited," says researcher Geert Hofstede, who defines culture as the "collective programming of the mind which distinguishes the members of one category of people from another." His landmark research on cultural difference across nations sought to identify the major differences in thought, feelings, and actions of people around the globe. Realizing that we all have what he calls "software of the mind," Hofstede sought to understand more fully the impact of that programming as we interact in the world and in organizations and to make cultural difference discussable.

That world obviously includes our workplaces, and associations are no different from other business entities in terms of having distinct cultures. Association leaders must examine and make discussable those cultural norms that define their organizations.

Dominant Culture
We often are unconscious of our own cultural programming. In a September 1999 Harris Interactive poll, only 29 percent of Americans agreed that having a "unique culture and tradition" best described the United States, while many more respondents believed that to be true about countries such as China and Japan. We don't see ourselves as having a "culture;" we see others as being cultural creatures. 

Members of the prevailing culture in any nation are considered part of the dominant culture, but they often don't know that. They don't think of themselves as part of a group, because they simply perceive themselves as "normal." The London hospital's offer of a white prosthetic limb is one clear example of dominant culture think. According to Milton Bennett, codirector of the Oregon-based Intercultural Communication Institute, it's necessary to first place yourself in context in your own culture before you can see other cultures clearly.

"The dominant group, whether engineers in an engineering society or European-Americans in the United States, tends to neglect its own cultural context," Bennett explains. "We tend not to see our own culture, because the dominant group is defined as 'standard.' We don't think we have a culture — that is just the way things are. But the failure to perceive yourself as operating in culture subtly creates the dynamic that you're operating in a standard mode, and everyone else is deviant."

As interculturalist Edward T. Hall so brilliantly states, "Culture hides much more than it reveals and, strangely enough, what it hides, it hides most effectively from its own participants." In other words, the ultimate purpose of the study of culture isn't so much the understanding of foreign cultures as the understanding of our own culture.

Researchers also agree that cultural values and norms are deeply held and almost always are implicit and taken for granted. Thus, their specific effects on behavior and interaction are usually hidden, which make them extremely difficult to identify and address, despite clear evidence that cultural differences hinder smooth interaction. However, because of the nature of culture, say international management experts Joseph Stefano and Martha Maznevski, cultural differences also provide the greatest potential for creating value.

"Culture affects what we notice," they write, "how we construe it, what we decide to do about it, and how we execute our ideas." 

Below the Surface
That icon of Americanism, McDonald's, sells standardized products around the world but localizes its products to suit cultural differences. For example, it sells bulgogi (Korean-style barbecued beef) burgers in South Korea and offers teriyaki sauce in Japan and beer in Germany. In the Middle East, Pillsbury puts lamb in its toaster strudels rather than jam; in China it uses pork and dough to make them taste like dim sum. 

Other firms have realized that even the icons on their Web sites must be reviewed for cultural "fit." Mailboxes and shopping cart icons, for example, won't make sense in Europe, where people don't take their mail from boxes and don't shop in stores large enough for wheeled carts. These adaptations to local cultural norms address only the tip of the iceberg in terms of cultural difference.

Visible artifacts of a culture — food preferences, the size of shopping carts, or the meaning of colors, for instance — are simply superficial signs of the deeper values and norms of a culture. That deeper level of meaning is where we must go in order to fully understand cultural difference. 

One model often used to describe this dichotomy between what we see on the surface of a culture and the unspoken and unconscious rules of that culture is that of an iceberg.

The iceberg model, though clichéd, is a useful way to conceive of culture, because it clearly delineates the small proportion of what is visible to the vast piece of culture that is under the surface. Above the water line are those aspects of culture that are explicit, visible, or taught, such as music, art, food, greetings, dress, manners, rituals, and outward behaviors. 

Below the water line is "hidden" culture, those things that are implicit in a culture and that often are unspoken or unconscious, such as our orientations to the environment, power, time, action, communication, beliefs, competitiveness, structure, individualism, organization of space, aesthetic values, work ethic, and ways of thinking.

Historian Patricia Ebrey suggests that if we really want to understand a culture, we should examine the following:

Values. What people say you ought to do or not do, what is considered good and bad. Example: the importance of honesty or chastity. 

Laws. What political authorities have decided people should do and what sanctions exist. Example: laws about murder or robbery.

Rules. What a society has decided its members should do and the sanctions imposed. Example: social rules about marriage ages and childrearing.

Social categories. Ways of thinking about people as types. Examples: "kings," "friends," "criminals."

Tacit models. Implicit standards and patterns of behavior that a person does not think about. Examples: addressing a police officer differently than one's friends, dressing properly for a job interview as opposed to a dance.

Assumptions. Implicit, not usually articulated ideas and beliefs. Example: a belief that hard work will be repaid or that things will get better.

Fundamentals. Categories and ways of thinking that people take for granted and that may not be recognized even when pointed out. Examples: thinking in dualities such as good and bad, male and female; seeing history as circular or as a straight line toward a definite goal.

Only when we understand that our organizations are cultures themselves, with beliefs and norms around each of these aspects, can we begin to understand the ways in which that culture either excludes or includes others, including potential members. Anyone who has traveled abroad will have experienced at least the most explicit of these dimensions, such as attire and social norms. Others of these dimensions, such as beliefs and values or mental processes and learning, bear more investigation before understanding can be reached. In fact, these less visible aspects of culture are the unspoken rules by which we often run our organizations.

The worksheet below, "Cultural Dimensions at Work," will help you understand how cultural differences have an impact at work. Most importantly, it will challenge you to imagine that others may have different cultural norms about what seem to be self-evident statements.

Building a Business Case for Cultural Awareness
Leaders such as Allen Freedman, the first CEO of Fortis, Inc., have begun to realize just how palpable and vital culture is to their businesses. Freedman says in the April 1998 issue of Chief Executive magazine, "I find that where we get into trouble is always on a cultural point that's never spoken. It's the implicit cultural conclusion or assumption that one or the other side makes that takes you so far down the road before you've even figured it out." 

In May 1999, a Pew Charitable Trusts poll found that 71 percent of Americans agreed that cultural diversity was a "major reason" for America's success. Raising cultural difference to the "discussable" level also means leveraging the value that the difference brings — e.g., making the difference "usable." Benefits to associations include such as the following:

Increased creativity and problem solving. Different opinions provided by culturally diverse groups make for better-quality decisions. As U.S.-based communications firm Bell Atlantic's CEO Ivan Seidenberg once said, "If everybody in the room is the same, you'll have a lot fewer arguments and a lot worse answers."

Innovation and alternatives. Minority views also stimulate consideration of alternatives in work settings and are useful for making valuable judgments in novel situations. 

Comprehensive decision making. One key variable linking employee diversity with organizational performance is the comprehensiveness of decision making. Diversity helps teams be exhaustive or inclusive in considering options or solutions to the task at hand. 

The capacity to live with difference is "the coming question of the 21st century," say observers. Can you articulate your own cultural beliefs, norms, and assumptions — below the water line? Keep in mind, as Blaise Pascal wrote in Pensées, that "there are truths on this side of the Pyrenees which are falsehoods on the other." If nothing else, remember the story of one white leg.

Author Link: Patricia Digh's second book, The Global Diversity Desk Reference, was published in June 2003 by Jossey-Bass. She can be reached at 828-350-8696 or pdigh@realwork.com.


