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In pursuit of a more interesting panel, I’m going to take a contrarian position and
argue that predictive cultural models, particularly those based on national cultures, are
not useful in interactive design and collaboration.
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My strawman has a face
Cultures and
Organizations:
Software of the Mind
Geert Hofstede and
Gert Jan Hofstede
(McGraw-Hill 2005)
http://www.amazon.com/dp/0071439595
Hofstede: National Cultural Differences
McSweeney vs. Hofstede debate

I’m going to set up a strawman and knock it around a bit, then my other panelists can
tell you why I’m wrong. My strawman is particularly the work of Geert Hofstede.
“Cultures and Organizations: Software of the Mind” by Geert Hofstede and Gert Jan
Hofstede (McGraw-Hill 2005)
http://www.amazon.com/dp/0071439595
I recommend this book highly. It has things like scatterplots to fascinate the geeks
and at the same time is sort of mystical, like reading Jung. That doesn’t mean I
accept its thesis.
If you don’t want to buy the book, here’s Hofstede’s own summary of his views:
Hofstede on National Cultural Differences
http://www.uigarden.net/english/national_culture_differences
For a critique of Hofstede coming from the social sciences, see this scathing
exchange:
McSweeney vs. Hofstede debate
http://www.rhul.ac.uk/Management/News-and-Events/seminars/McSweeney12-1103.pdf
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Hofstede’s five dimensions of culture
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Power distance
Individualism
Masculinity vs. femininity
Uncertainty avoidance
Long-term vs. short-term
orientation

Hofstede worked for IBM starting in the 60’s, where he had access to a large survey
of tens of thousands of IBM employees from around the world. He crunched the
numbers and applied some anthropological theory and came up with these five
dimensions of culture.
•

Power distance

•

Individualism

•

Masculinity vs. femininity

•

Uncertainty avoidance

•

Long-term vs. short-term orientation

We don’t have time to go into these, nor would I be able to do them justice, so I invite
you to read further.
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The biggest problem with national
cultural models: granularity

The biggest problem with national cultural models is one of granularity or unit of
analysis.
The blobs on the map are just too big, and what’s more they’re arbitrarily drawn so
they unite things which should be considered seperately and divide things which
should be considered together.
I’m sure that Austria and Germany have many unique national characteristics, but is it
really true that a Tiroler and a Bavarian are more different than a Bavarian and a
Berliner?
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The first law of Information Architecture

Don’t pattern your IA after the org chart

National cultural models violate the first law of IA, which we’ve known about at least
since the Gopher days: don’t make your information architecture match the org chart.
Countries are just the org chart, and passports are just TPS Reports.
cf. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/TPS_report_(Office_Space)
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The Colbertian theory
“I don’t see culture”

You might assume that I am arguing for a Steven Colbert model, in which I deny the
existence or importance of culture. That is incorrect.
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The Sixth Sense theory
“I see subcultures”

In fact I am arguing for what one might call a Sixth Sense model: I think a more
accurate way to think about shared characteristics is in terms of subcultures.
I chose a horror movie because subcultures are scary: they’re ephemeral, we can’t all
see them or agree on what we see, they can’t be pinned down like national identities.
Furthermore, they’re dangerous: we’ve mostly absorbed the message of “It’s a Small
World After All” sufficiently to resist negative national stereotypes, but subcultures are
where our worst conscious and unconscious prejudices and resentments lie.
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Not to mention class

National cultural models also ignore the importance of economic and social class.
I’m fascinated with the discussion of class in the diffusion of social media which has
been emerging since danah boyd’s piece “Viewing American class divisions through
Facebook and MySpace” in June, 2007.
http://www.danah.org/papers/essays/ClassDivisions.html
For many Americans, in particular, it is even more difficult to think and talk about class
than about race, religion, and gender.
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Cultural models are hard to
operationalize

Aside from issues with the validity of national cultural models, they are hard to turn
into concrete design recommendations.
For example, Ana Boa-Ventura and I have been putting together some simple
collaborative tools for use by the UT Austin - Portugal CoLab. Ana has very
interesting observations on Portuguese national character which I’m not prepared to
disagree with, but do they really tell us whether we should put our efforts into, say, a
blog or a wiki? Let alone give us hints on colors and where to put the sidebars?

9

Access trumps culture
electricity
hardware
bandwidth
literacy
usability

Furthermore, cultural models can distract from the prerequisites of access. If you
don’t have those, cultural issues can’t even come into play.
As a small example, Ana and I had problems with little Portuguese participation in our
wiki. Wethought that perhaps our Portuguese collaborators disliked a medium which
doesn’t foreground authorship. However, we learned to our embarrassment that there
was a more fundamental issue: the wiki was on a UT intranet to which anyone could
theoretically apply for access but which in fact had terrible usability issues in the
signup procedure. So the immediate problem wasn’t American vs. Portuguese
culture, the problem was UT vs. non-UT accessibility.
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Buy-in is micro, not macro

Adoption and conversion depend on a value
proposition for an individual in a specific context

The hardest problem in collaborative systems is the buy-in, or people deciding that it’s
worth their time and resources to invest in something new.
Whether you think in terms of models of cultural diffusion from sociology or conversion
models from e-commerce, that decision is made on the basis of an individual’s
perceived needs in a specific situation. Successful marketers and political
campaigners, to name two examples, model their target audiences in much more
specific terms than national blocks.

11

So what’s left?
The usual best practices

Unfortunately my dismal advice is that the best way to approach international and
intercultural collaboration is to follow all the usual best practices which are so
expensive and difficult that we all talk about them but rarely follow them:
Talk to your users, observe them in their environment, invite them to collaborate on
the design, and be agile enough to iterate, iterate, iterate.
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Prentiss Riddle
prentissriddle.com

I promised a LOLcat so here it is. :-)
I look forward to your response.
Prentiss Riddle
http://prentissriddle.com
riddle@io.com
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