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Introduction 
There are deeply rooted values that differ between cultures that make a significant 
difference to the way societies are organized, the kind of role government plays, and how 
the various organizations within societies work. These differences are often seriously 
underestimated. As a result, international organizations, universities and governments often 
assume that approaches that have been successfully applied elsewhere will be successful 
everywhere. In practice, this is extremely doubtful, to put it mildly. Experience has shown 
that if we tackle change processes in a way that goes against deeply rooted beliefs and 
values, people and organizations can perhaps be forced to act in a certain way for a short 
period. But as soon as the situation has been normalized, the natural inclination will be to 
fall back into ‘old’ approaches.  
Understanding the fundamental values of culture explains why apparently unrelated issues 
can be traced back to the same basic principles. It can also help to explain systematic 
differences in political systems, economic systems and management practices, say, between 
the USA, Japan, France, Mexico and the Netherlands.  
A lot of problems arise when debates on important social policy issues such as the 
economy, proceed from an implicit assumption that culture is secondary to rational 
technical argument.  
Take the view expressed the Dutch Secretary-General of General Affairs, in an article in a 
magazine for economists "ESB", in which he defends what he calls ‘healthy policy 
competition’ within Europe. For a good understanding: this idea was in fact aired during 
the Treaty of Rome negotiations in the fifties, in discussions about social harmonization 
within Europe. Geelhoed’s conclusion is going one step further: “May the best system 
win!” 

Now this would really give us something to look forward to in the European Union! Is it 
conceivable that France could be persuaded after rational discussion that they should accept 
a federal system.? Or that the UK would wholeheartedly support the social chapter of the 
Maastricht Treaty? Can we expect the Germans to agree to a political primate for the 
European Central Bank, or the rest of the EU countries to adopt a Dutch-style drug policy? 
It is more realistic to assume that cultural, and not merely technical-rational arguments, will 
be decisive. And the big problem is that empirical studies have shown Europe to be 
culturally the most diverse continent in the world. 
 
Underestimating the significance of culture and its consequences for policy can lead to 
some unusual conclusions. Take the report ‘Institutions, values, standards and growth’ by 
Nyfer of the Economics department of Nijenrode University in the Netherlands. “With the 
whole world writing admiringly about the Dutch economic miracle,” Nyfer warns, “of the 
six original EU states, the Netherlands is the shabbiest”. And it gets worse: “Belgium’s 
constitutional state is considerably less stable than that of the Netherlands and its politics is 
being poisoned by stalemates between the Flemish and the Walloons, yet statistics show 
Belgium to be richer than the Netherlands”. 

The nice point here is that both of these statements contain a grain of truth. In 
comparison with many surrounding countries, the Netherlands has succeeded in keeping 



 
 
 
 
 
 

labor costs low, achieving a flexible job-market and modernizing the social security 
system. Yet the average Swiss is still 33% richer than the average Dutchman. 

However, such statistics beg the question as to how they are calculated and what issues 
have and have not been included. For instance, there is a discrepancy between Nyfer’s 
claim that the United Kingdom has a higher average level of wealth than the Netherlands 
and The Economist’s observation that: “The EU members poorer than the Union average 
were the Finns, Britons, Irish, Spaniards, Portuguese and Greeks.” 

The real question about a report such as this is what were the implicit assumptions when 
the author was gathering statistics and drawing conclusions ? 

Nyfer states that their study was based on the proposition in an increasing number of 
studies that culture does have an effect on economic growth. They refer to two recent 
books claiming that “countries have a stronger competitive position in the world economy 
if their citizens have more trust in one another.” This proposition is subsequently linked to 
the dataset of World Values Survey, which contains descriptions of value orientations of 
the citizens of a large number of countries. More detailed analysis in the report is limited to 
a comparison of approximately 20 prosperous OECD countries with respect to seven 
indicators: lack of public morality, law-abidance, permissiveness, post-materialism, 
intolerance, trust in institutions, and trust in humanity.  

Nyfer refers to two writers in her analysis, Peyrefitte and Fukuyama, who both assume 
that countries have a stronger competitive position in world markets if their citizens have 
more trust in each other. 

Fukuyama even makes a distinction between countries with a high level and those with a 
low level of trust and links his analysis to this distinction. It is questionable whether trust is 
as uniform a concept as Fukuyama would have us believe. For instance, does trusting the 
government and institutions in Russia mean the same as in China or Germany, or in the 
Netherlands? In other words, is trust sufficiently uniform or do we need to examine more 
fundamental underlying concepts? 

Trust in economic theory  

In his review of Fukuyama’s book ‘Trust. The social virtues and the creation of prosperity’, 
the researcher Geert Hofstede, who was also quoted in the Nyfer report, argues that an 
analysis of national cultures based on a single aspect is over-simplistic. In his view, 
“Fukuyama chooses a single aspect, and then categorizes a number of countries according 
to the very simplest of typologies: whether there is a great many or just a little trust. His 
criteria are arbitrary: for instance, in Korea there is a great much mutual trust compared to 
China, Taiwan and Hong Kong”. He continues: “can the model also be applied to countries 
which Fukuyama does not mention? Where should we place for instance the Netherlands? 
The high-trust /low-trust dichotomy is also hardly relevant to the American situation which 
he wants to focus on. The family plays only a minor role as a productive unit in the United 
States, and this is unlikely to change in the future.”  

Hofstede subsequently demonstrates in his study that there are at least two cultural 
dimensions that are related to mutual trust between people: power distance and 



 
 
 
 
 
 

individualism. The Nyfer report briefly discusses Hofstede’s findings. The relationship 
between four of the five basic values that Hofstede found and the WVS values is examined. 
Their conclusion: “....Hofstede’s variables are theoretically better founded and are 
validated by comparisons with other investigations from a range of disciplines.” However, 
the writer(s) subsequently make the criticism that Hofstede’s data are: 
(a) obsolete 
(b) give a much more abstract description of society than the variables from, for instance, 
the World Value Survey.  

This is like saying that the laws of thermodynamics can no longer be used because they 
were formulated some time ago and that Copernicus is more valuable than Einstein because 
Copernicus is less abstract. According to the Danish scholar, Sondergard, people from 
various parts of the world have repeated Hofstede's investigations about 70 times, on 
various scales. Analyzing the outcome of these repeat studies on a meta-level, Sondergard 
concludes that they confirm Hofstede’s findings. 

In this essay I will attempt to: 
• = use Hofstede’s singular dimensions to show where the connections lie between the most 

fundamental characteristics of culture (including the element trust) and their relationship 
with economic factors 

• = show that these connections can best be understood as functions of combinations of these 
dimensions 

• = develop verifiable new hypotheses on the connection between these combinations 
(‘collective mind-sets’) and policymaking models for society (including economic 
development and human resource management).  

 



 
 
 
 
 
 

 
THE IMPORTANCE OF CULTURAL EXPLANATIONS 
 
Culture has not always popular as a source of explanations for behavior. Goebbels once 
(in)famously said: “As soon as I hear the word culture, I reach for my gun”. Of course, 
culture cannot be used as an explanation for everything that happens in society. Life is far 
too complex to pretend that one-dimensional explanations can adequately map the human 
condition. And human behavior is not always predictable. 

However, as people become aware of themselves in relation to their environment, they 
are able to make new choices. And, when examining individual life histories, we find that 
the choices people make are by no means random. We recognize regularities, ‘scripts’, 
which can be traced back to deeply rooted values in people’s personalities that give 
direction to their (re)actions to their surroundings. In psychology, these are called 
mind-sets. Mind-sets  are values that both give direction to new behavior and are setting its 
boundaries. (Here, values are defined as a preference for a certain situation above another, 
linked to strong emotions). We can also see cultural mind-sets in history. Culture is defined 
as the collective, mental programming which distinguishes one group or category of people 
from another. This programming, or mind-set, influences patterns of thinking, which are 
reflected in the meaning people give to the different aspects of their lives, and therefore 
help shape the institutions of a society. 

This does not mean that everyone in a particular society is programmed in exactly the 
same way. There are considerable individual differences. But when fundamental values of 
various societies are compared, ‘majority preferences’ are found to exist, which recur again 
and again as a result of the way children are brought up by their parents and the educational 
system. And when we examine how societies organize themselves, these majority 
preferences turn out to have a modifying influence at both micro and macro levels. They 
appear to have an influence on the ways in which good leadership is defined, on how the 
decision-making process is structured, as well as on the way people monitor how policies 
are implemented. In short, everything that has to do with organizational behavior.  

The problem is that a great many people don’t recognize these ‘gross group’ 
descriptions as having an influence and being consistent over time. On average people tend 
to feel: “I am very different from my parents and my grandparents are very different from 
my parents”. The reason for this ‘true’ observation is that it is usually the visible aspects of 
culture that are compared. In so doing, it appears to be easy to establish that the, clearly 
visible, behavior of the present generation is different from the behavior of past 
generations. The mind-set approach can be used to gain insight into what is different and 
what is consistent. Our parents and grandparents behaved differently because they lived in 
totally different conditions. Who had to deal with issues such as globalization, the 
European Union, Internet, mobile telephones, etc. fifty years ago?  

The world is changing rapidly and we are being forced to adjust to these changes and to 
develop new behavior. But the development of this new behavior is constantly influenced 
by the set of collective preferences that we have designated as mind-sets.  
 



 
 
 
 
 
 

This may appear to be “as soft as butter”. It is true that there is some hesitation on an 
international level, even resistance to employing these cultural explanations. Some people 
even see them as a cloak for obscure deterministic arguments. 

Not long ago a lead article in ‘The Economist’ was dedicated to culture as an 
explanation for behavior. The author’s conclusion, after reviewing a number of recent 
books on the influence of culture by authors such as Fukuyama (Trust: The social virtues 
and the creation of prosperity); Harrison (Who prospers? How cultural values shape 
Economic and political success); and Huntington (The clash of civilizations and the 
remaking of world order), was extremely cautious. His subtitle was "Which civilization you 
belong to matters less than you might think”. The strange thing about this article is that it 
ignores the perspective of empirical scientific research. 

The authors quoted by The Economist all have different basic premises (historical, 
philosophical and religious), that they link to observed views about the world. No wonder 
that the author’s conclusions are so inconclusive. It is, however, worth considering what he 
would have found if he had included some empirical approaches. The most frequently 
quoted researcher in this field is Geert Hofstede. When we examine his work, we find that 
it is indeed possible to make verifiable statements based upon comparative empirical 
research. 
 
1. Research 
 
Professor Geert Hofstede first carried out fundamental research into the dominant values of 
countries and the way in which they influence behavior in organizations, when he worked 
for IBM. IBM decided to measure the extent of the spread of its ‘corporate identity’ around 
the world and the motivation of its employees. A total of 116,000 questionnaires were 
distributed in 72 countries in 20 languages over a six-year period. As Hofstede limited his 
investigation to IBM staff, he was able to obtain ‘ matched samples’. He could compare 
bookkeepers with bookkeepers in the various countries; technicians with technicians, top 
managers with top managers, middle managers with middle managers and so on.  

Hofstede analyzed the questionnaires in various ways. For instance, he applied factor 
analyses to test whether clusters of values existed which described and explained the value 
pattern of a specific country. Hofstede found four clusters of values, which he called 
‘dimensions of national cultures’. In practice, these four clusters proved to be very useful 
for predicting the success and failure of among other things management techniques or 
leadership styles. When the questionnaires were returned, a consistent difference in the 
answers per country was found.  

The investigation was repeated several years later and the same phenomenon was found. 
Hofstede analyzed these differences and formulated ‘dimensions’ that predict the way 
people are motivated, communicate and manage in a specific culture. 
Hofstede’s research is still seen as the most thorough ever done. A description of the 
dimensions and a short overview of the effect they have on organizations is given below. 
The dimensions are primarily classifications of countries around clusters of values. In 
principle, the scale runs from 0 for the lowest value in the classification to 100 for the 



 
 
 
 
 
 

highest. In subsequent investigations in new countries, scores were found exceeding the 
aforementioned 100. For one dimension, a value of 114 was measured. 
 
1.1 Power Distance  
The first dimension is called ‘power distance’. Definition: the extent to which people in a 
culture accept that power is unequally distributed. The emphasis here is on the word accept. 
The classification of countries goes from 11 (Austria) to 104 (Malaysia). In principle, this 
acceptance starts very early in a child’s life, due to the way parents and children relate to 
each other and the messages parents pass on to their children, the first people with authority 
in their lives.  

Cultures that score low on power distance create an environment from the moment that 
children can talk, whereby parents give signals such as: tell us what you think, express 
yourself, you have a brain, so speak your mind. By doing this, parents, the first ‘power 
holders’ in the life of children, are trying to communicate that you are entitled to speak 
your mind, even in the presence of power holders. So the real underlying message is: you 
are independent, autonomous in your relation to power holders.  

Teachers in such cultures have the same attitude. The teachers invite the students to 
enter into discussion, both with each other and with teachers. It is even appreciated and 
rewarded if a student, of course with good arguments, tries to refute what a teacher claims. 
Cultures that score high on power distance create an environment in which the first signal 
to a child is: you must primarily respect the older generation. If you would like to say 
something, you can politely raise your finger and if you are granted permission, you may 
politely ask a question or make a comment. The central message is: you are dependent on 
power holders. 

Later, teachers have the same role. In principle, the teachers in schools in these cultures 
stand in front of the class and impart their knowledge to the group. Now and then, pupils 
are given the opportunity to politely ask questions. This results in an entirely different 
atmosphere. The educational objectives are also entirely different, e.g. reproduction of 
knowledge and not the development of an open or critical mind. 

These two systems have a fundamental effect on the conduct of people in organizations. 
One of the consequences is the way in which people act in meetings. The expectations of 
what a meeting should be are, in fact, quite different. People from cultures with a lower 
power distance (like the Dutch, Americans, English, Swedes, Danes, Norwegians and 
Germans) expect meetings to be places where people can have open discussions, defend 
their interests and eventually decide on actions, strategies or policy together. It is the 
general opinion that people who did not speak up have lost their right to be obstructive 
afterwards. Therefore, the level of irritation with respect to people who don’t subsequently 
carry out what has been agreed during the meeting is extremely high. In countries that score 
high on power distance (France, Belgium, Portugal, Greece, Russia and practically all 
developing countries), meetings are expected to be places where power holders are given 
the opportunity to inform others about their plans, ideas or strategies and the others are 
allowed to politely ask questions. 



 
 
 
 
 
 

The leadership styles in these two types of culture are totally different. In countries that 
score low on power distance, bosses tend to be invisible. If a manager is too visible and is 
constantly looking over people’s shoulders, that will demotivate people.  

In countries that score high on power distance, managers are expected to motivate their 
employees. When decisions have been made, they explain how they want them 
implemented by means of clear task descriptions and mandates. They subsequently check 
whether everything has been done according to plan. In short, an attitude, which irritates 
both parties in countries, that score low on power distance. To prevent misunderstandings: 
this is not authoritarian behavior, which is detested all over the world, but, to give it a 
label, paternalistic behavior: top-down, but with an eye for the needs of people. 

 
Implications of power distance for trust 
 
Low power distance: 
There is a greater than average need for independence in these cultures. Hierarchy is 
interpreted as an inequality of roles in society and in institutions, which is used for the 
convenience of communication and decision-making. But in principle the power holders 
have the same feeling about subordinates as subordinates have about people with power; 
they are people like you and me. 

As a result, people in these cultures feel less threatened and are more willing to trust 
people; there is more dormant harmony between people with power and the others. Hence, 
the saying: no news is good news applies to the communication between the various 
echelons in society and in organizations. If people feel that they have been wronged, or if 
things go wrong, this is reported without fear and in principle, an open discussion will 
follow. The way to change a social system is by means of the redistribution of power: 
evolution. 
 
High power distance: 
In countries that score high on power distance, people have, on average, a greater need for 
dependence. Hierarchy in these countries is interpreted more as an existential inequality: 
there must be an order of inequality in which everyone finds his or its rightful place. 
Superiors consider subordinates to be of another kind and want to be treated respectfully by 
them. Subordinates consider superiors to be another kind of people and regard them with 
potential distrust. The consequences of this are that there is always a dormant conflict 
between people with power and others, due to a lack of basic trust. The saying: no news is 
good news is less viable due to the underlying distrust. Therefore the power holders are 
more inclined to check the implementation of rules and laws. A saying in such countries 
(e.g. France, Belgium, Spain Russia etc.) is: you only respect what you can inspect. 
The way to change the social system is to overthrow the existing power: revolution. 
 
Differences in Boss/Subordinate and Subordinate/Subordinate Interaction Related to 
the Power Distance Dimension 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 

SMALL POWER DISTANCE SOCIETIES LARGE POWER DISTANCE 
SOCIETIES 

 
stress on impersonal ‘truth’ which can in 
principle be obtained from any person 

 
Stress on personal ‘ wisdom’, which is 
transferred in the relationship with a 
particular teacher (guru) 

 
a boss should respect the independence of 
his/her subordinates  

 
a boss merits the respect of his/her 
subordinates 

 
Subordinate-centered communication 
(premium on initiative) 

 
Boss-centered education (premium on 
order) 

 
boss expects subordinates to initiate 
communication 

 
Subordinates expect boss to initiate 
communication 

 
boss expects subordinates to find their own 
way  

 
Subordinates expect boss to outline paths 
to follow 

 
Subordinates may speak up spontaneously 

 
Subordinates speak up in meetings when 
invited by the boss 

 
Subordinates allowed to contradict or 
criticize boss 

 
Boss is never contradicted nor publicly 
criticized 

 
Effectiveness of work related to amount of 
two-way communication 

 
Effectiveness of work related to top/down 
communication  

 
Outside work, bosses are treated as equals 

 
Respect for bosses is also shown outside 
work 

 
younger bosses are liked more than older 
bosses  

 
Older bosses are more respected than 
younger bosses  

 



 
 
 
 
 
 

 
1.2  Individualism versus Collectivism 
 
The second dimension Hofstede found is individualism versus collectivism. The scale runs 
from 6 for Guatemala to 91 for the USA. In individualistic societies, people are raised with the 
idea that they must focus on themselves, and the development of their own talents. A 
psychologist like Maslow, coming from a super individualistic country like America, calls 
self-actualization the highest level in his motivation theory. Hence, in the social interaction, 
people proceed from this ‘own interest’ and develop some kind of ‘rules of the game’ for this 
purpose, applicable to everyone. Hofstede calls this aspect universality: everyone is equal in 
the eyes of the law. The starting point: what’s sauce for the goose is sauce for the gander. 

In collectivist societies, the first loyalty is to in-group. In exchange for strict loyalty, the 
in-group then looks out for its members’ interests. The term in-group can differ from country 
to country. But it always starts with loyalty to the ‘extended family’. In some other countries 
the tribe follows, in others it can be the ethnic or religious group or region. But in all cases 
there is a direct trade-off: people are protected and taking care of, in exchange for loyalty. It is 
dangerous to risk this protection, sometimes even life-threatening. Look at Rwanda or the 
former Yugoslavia, where ethnic groups are locked in life and death conflict. There is a set of 
rules and standards for the association with the in-group, and there is totally different set for 
outsiders. Hofstede calls this particularism.  

It is extremely important to maintain harmony within the group. People learn not to cause 
trouble in communication with their surroundings. Harmony must be maintained and loss of 
face must be prevented for both parties. Therefore, direct questions and answers are avoided 
as much as possible. In principle a direct question is always answered with “Yes” to prevent 
either losing face. “Yes” can mean “yes”, or “no”, or “I have heard”, or “I will try”. “Yes” can 
mean anything. What is really meant should be derived from the context, including body 
language. In theory, the latter is called ‘ high context communication’. Direct communication 
is called ‘ low context communication’.  

 
Implications of the individualism/collectivism dimension for trust 
 
The basis lies in the difference in range of the validity of values and standards. In 
individualistic countries, people proceed from the idea that values are applicable to everyone. 
What’s sauce for the goose is sauce for the gander. There is universalism. On the other hand in 
collective cultures, there is particularism: core values are only applicable to the in-group. 
Other rules apply to outsiders. 



 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Differences in Boss/Subordinate and Subordinate/Subordinate Interaction Related to 
the Individualism versus Collectivism Dimension 
 

 
COLLEUTIVIST SOCIETIES  

 
INDIVIDUALIST SOCIETIES 

 
individual subordinates will only 
speak up in meetings when called 
upon personally by the boss 

 
individual subordinates will speak up 
in meetings in response to a general 
invitation by the boss 

 
individuals will only speak up in small 
groups 

 
individuals will speak up in large 
groups 

 
large groups split socially into smaller, 
cohesive subgroups based on 
particularistic criteria ( e.g. ethnic 
affiliation)  

 
sub-groupings in class vary from one 
situation to the next, according to 
universalist criteria (e.g. the task at 
hand) 

 
formal harmony in work situations 
should be maintained at all times  
(T-groups are taboo) 

 
Confrontation in work situations can 
be salutary; conflicts can be brought 
into the open 

 
neither the boss nor any subordinate 
should ever be made to lose face 

 
Loss of face is not a major issue. 

 
bosses are expected to give 
preferential treatment to some 
subordinates; e.g. based on ethnic 
affiliation or recommendation by an 
influential person) 

 
bosses are expected to be strictly 
impartial 

 

 
 

1.3 Masculine versus Feminine 
 

The third dimension describes the prevailing view about motivation and whatever people 
want to achieve in their lives. There is big difference in this between, for example, the 
Scandinavian countries and the Netherlands on the one hand and Anglo-Saxon countries on 
the other hand. This dimension is indicated with the label masculinity/femininity.  

In masculine societies, people are motivated by competition, ambition, accepting 
challenges and making a career. Even at kindergarten, play gravitates towards a world with 
‘winners’ and ‘losers’. In feminine countries, people feel less comfortable about these 



 
 
 
 
 
 

terms. Even at an early age, it is suspect if you try to excel, you are regarded as a 
‘show-off’. This kind of conduct is discouraged at an early age: if you try too hard, you will 
be pestered and excluded from the group. In feminine cultures, people are motivated by 
cooperation, interdependence, consensus, quality of life, ‘content’, relationships with 
colleagues, and equality. However, criticizing other people’s ideas is rewarded. By doing 
this, you are demonstrating that you are much ‘smarter’ than the person who formulated the 
idea. In education, the ultimate goal is often formulated as ‘ developing a critical mind’. 
  
Short description of the implications for trust 
 
In ‘masculine’ countries, the emphasis lies on being competitive. In principle, the world is 
divided in winners and losers. The system works in the direction of an acceptance of the 
attitude: ‘the winner takes all’. In principle, one can speak of a reward system that focuses 
on materialistic things. Trust is based on the feeling people should have that in a system of 
winning and losing, an element of fairness is observed. In those countries, shareholder 
value is emphasized in discussions about economic issues.  

Problems arise if shareholders pressure companies to ‘downsize’ or ‘ reengineer’ in and 
people are afraid of large-scale redundancies and having to find work in hamburger joints. 
Recent research carried out by e.g. Harvard University shows that problems arise because 
the people in the organizations tend then not to share information, due to a mistrust about 
what is going to happen, but are inclined to ‘adopt a defensive attitude’. This is disastrous 
for organizations that work with systems like matrix management, and assume that 
information is readily available for everyone.  

In ‘feminine’ countries the key word is consensus. Trust is obtained if the parties 
involved feel that they are ‘seen’ and can participate in decision-making processes 
proceeding from a focus on ‘shared interest’. In feminine countries there is a great many 
sympathy for the underdog. And as a result, feminine countries that are economically 
developed have sophisticated social security systems and, in principle, citizens are willing 
to pay taxes for this. It is a characteristic of femininity that people will always complain 
about the tax system in these countries, but that there are no political majorities against the 
system itself. Mistrust in society grows if governments appear to act from a one-sided view 
of what is important and fail to take the needs of diverse groups in society into account.  

 



 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Differences in Boss/Subordinate and Subordinate/Subordinate Interaction Related to 
the Masculinity versus Femininity Dimension 
 

 
FEMININE SOCIETIES 

 
MASCULINE SOCIETIES 

 
bosses avoid openly praising 
subordinates 

 
bosses openly praise good 
subordinates 

 
bosses use average subordinates as the 
norm 

 
bosses use best subordinates as the 
norm 

 
system rewards subordinates’ social 
adaptation  

 
system rewards subordinates’ 
academic performance 

 
a subordinate’s failure is a relatively 
minor accident  

 
a subordinate’s failure is a severe 
blow to his/her self-image and may in 
extreme cases lead to suicide  

 
subordinates admire friendliness in 
bosses 

 
subordinates admire brilliance in 
bosses 

 
subordinates practice mutual solidarity 

 
subordinates compete with each other 
in work 

 
subordinates try to behave modest  

 
subordinates try to make themselves 
visible 

 
subordinates choose academic subjects 
in view of intrinsic interest 

 
subordinates choose academic subjects 
in view of career opportunities 

 
male subordinates may choose 
traditionally feminine academic 
subjects 

 
male subordinates avoid feminine 
academic subjects 
 

 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 

1.4  Uncertainty avoidance 
 
The fourth dimension, Uncertainty avoidance, is a complicated one. It is a dimension that 
indicates people’s need for predictability and shows the extent to which they are willing to 
take risks. Countries that score high on uncertainty avoidance (e.g. Germany, France, 
Belgium, Russia) have a strong need for formality in social interaction. Examples of this 
are the formal forms of address ('Sie' in Germany and 'Vous' in France), stringent dress 
codes and a focus on procedures communication and management. Those who can provide 
extra predictability in society and organizations – the experts – are acclaimed most highly 
(e.g. ‘Herr Prof. Dr.’ in Germany). In countries with a low score, pragmatic generalists are 
more appreciated. Even the thinking process is different. If one reads German or French 
professional literature – in whatever field of study – one find that books always start with 
the philosophy and/or the basic principles of the field of study from which a theory can be 
derived. How this works out in practice is discussed afterward (the deductive approach). In 
countries with a low score such as England and the United States, pragmatic aspects are 
always discussed first: an inventory is made of what is successful in practice and what is 
not: case stories. The theory comes later (the inductive approach) Philosophy is something 
for eggheads. 
 
Differences in Boss/Subordinate and Subordinate/Subordinate Interaction Related to 
the Uncertainty Avoidance Dimension 

WEAK UNCERTAINTY AVOIDANCE STRONG UNCERTAINTY AVOIDANCE 
 
Subordinates feel comfortable in 
Unstructured work situations:, broad 
assignments, loose timetables 

 
Subordinates feel comfortable in structured 
work situations: detailed assignments, strict 
timetables 

 
Bosses are allowed to say “I don’t know” 

 
Bosses are expected to have all the answers 

 
A good boss uses plain language  

 
A good boss uses academic language 

 
Subordinates are rewarded for innovative 
approaches to problem solving 

 
Subordinates are rewarded for accuracy in 
problem solving  

 
Bosses are expected to suppress emotions 
(and so are subordinates) 

 
Bosses are allowed to behave emotionally. 
(and so are subordinates) 

 
Bosses interpret intellectual disagreement as 
a stimulating exercise 

 
Bosses interpret intellectual disagreement as 
personal disloyalty 

 
Bosses seek everybody’s ideas  

 
Bosses consider themselves experts who 
cannot learn anything from laymen and 
laymen agree 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 

MENTAL IMAGES 
 

Professor Stevens of INSEAD, a business school in Fontainebleau, has conducted 
(unpublished) research into the mental images people from various cultures have about 
organizations. It was found that there was a direct relation between Hofstede’s four 
dimensions and the position the countries in question had in that respect. Stevens found 
three of these mental images. Hofstede added one image to these three images. The 
author’s own research produced a fifth and a sixth image.  

Mental images are fundamental social structures that we all have in our heads. They 
transcend all types of activity and delve deeper than differences in an organization culture. 
Both in the private sector and in the government, among those employed in the uniformed 
services and in welfare departments, people from the same culture have a similar image of 
the way society works. 

The consequence of this is that if two different mental images are operational between 
two cultures where one communal language is spoken, as is the case in the Netherlands and 
Flanders, this can lead to major problems. The different images lead to misunderstandings 
about - and differences in appreciation with regard to desired styles of leadership, desired 
degree of (the) centralization, reward systems etc. The six mental images are; the pyramid, 
the Solar system,the well-oiled machine, the contest model, the family and the network. 

 
1. The contest model 
There is an image which is applicable to the  
Anglo-Saxon countries. The cultural context of this mental image is: low power distance, 
lower uncertainty avoidance and a high individuality. The central assumption of this mental 
image is: if you give people and organisations the freedom to compete with each other, 
something good will always come out of it. The characteristic of this organisation outline is 
that hierarchy is not seen as an existantial difference between people, but something that is 
agreed between people to facilitate the work in organisations: there should be clear who is 
delegating to whom and who is reporting to whom. 
In principle, employers and subordinates negotiate about objectives, targets and the work-
content. Targets are very important because people experience them as a challenge. No-one 
should fiddle with targets once they have been formulated, as they function as the central 
element of performance-monitoring. The assessment with respect to the targets formulated 
beforehand is the foundation for work motivation. People are rewarded for their 
performance as measured against the fixed targets. The reward is given in the form of bonus 
systems or career moves. 
Solutions to problems are obtained by communicating with each other. Open competition is 
central in this model. In order to motivate people, they must be able to compete with others, 
but also with themselves. Important co0ncepts in this model are: achievement, target setting, 
winners and losers, making it, career, bonus systems, special career paths for “high 
potentials”, etc. 



 
 
 
 
 
 

The trap is that there is a tendency to give these theories and concepts a universal value. The 
management theories that are taught at universities and business schools in the world are 
mainly stemming from Anglo Saxon scholars. The explanation for this is a general human 
one. The inclination exists to imitate the conduct of (economically) successful people. This 
is true all over the world with respect to the American culture. All over the world people 
drink Coca-Cola. There is even a McDonalds on the Square of Heavenly Peace in Peking. 
They constitute, as it were, a symbol for progress and success. American  management ideas 
are blindly adopted by managers everywheret. 
Some well-known consequences for organisations: introducing things like flexible reward 
systems, career-oriented management development systems, the introduction of 
Management by Objectives, special training courses for “high potentials”, etc. 
The consequences are that people partly adjust to the new rituals. It is a common human 
tendency to act according to what is expected by your environment. However, this does not 
mean that this is corresponding with people’s own inner motivation. 
 
2. The network model 
This model is a combination of low power distance, high individualism and femininity. In 
actual practice of working for international companies like IBM, Boskalis, Heineken, Shell 
and Philips, the author discovered that there is a big difference between the Anglo-Saxon 
view on leadership, motivation and negotiations on the one hand and the Scandinavian-
Dutch way on the other hand. For instance, in these countries practically everyone agrees 
with the proposition ‘the biggest punishment one could be given at work would be to be 
rewarded in the American way: a portrait on the wall as ‘employee of the month’. It would 
be a punishment in these countries because it would be the immediate cause for cynical 
remarks and jokes by co-workers. 
The "network" countries are found to share something that is described in sayings like:" just 
act normal, that’s mad enough", and: "if your head sticks out above the ground level, it will 
be chopped off".  It is not appreciated in these countries if you try to profile yourself as the 
“winner”. People who try to do this give other people the feeling that something is quite 
wrong with them. This is known as the “Jante law” in Sweden, Denmark and Norway: don’t 
think you are better than any other person in your environment. This is regarded as normal 
behaviour in contest countries.  
A fundamental difference between the network model and the contest model is the feminine 
character of the cultures concerned. Competition, career and external material rewards are 
not central issues. 
Other elements are important. For instance: having autonomy in your workfield, the work-
content, quality of the relations-network, co-operation and the feeling of mutual 
independence and the harmonisation of interests between heterogeneous groups. Decisions 
are normally made by involving all the relevant stakeholders and trying to develop 
consensus among them. The countless meetings that take place in organisations are the 
consequence of this. 
Most important characteristic of these meetings is that the objective is to find “support”: 
consensus between the main stakeholders on what should be done.  Criterion for good 



 
 
 
 
 
 

policy is satisfaction of all stakeholders with respect to the manner in which their interests 
are covered by the decisions taken. That is why it is allowed to change decisions that have 
already been reached. In principle, if  the stakeholders after a meeting  have second-
thoughts, it is not regarded as strange to allow him of her to return to the organisation and 
say to a colleague:  I’ve been giving it a lot of thought and have decided that it is not a good 
idea. Can’t we do it in another way? In a country like the Netherlands, this means that 
decisions that have been taken tend to be open for further development the following day. 
This takes place on a macro-level, in politics (think of the fast railway line), meso level (the 
negotiations between Fokker and Dasa) and in micro-organisations.  
 
3. The pyramid of people 
The third image that was found was that of organisations as a pyramid of people. The main 
dimensions of culture are power distance, uncertainty avoidance and collectivism. In 
principle, this is the system in the majority of countries in the world. Many Asian countries, 
all Latin American countries, all Arab countries and in Europe countries like  Portugal, 
Greece, Russia have this in common, The decision-making process is top-down. Hierarchy 
is important and essentially acknowledged and accepted by everyone . There is a strong need 
for centralisation by government . 
A frequent reference point for the legitimation of actions is the “general interest”,as 
formulated by the top people.. There is a strong need to formalise the communication 
between the various levels in the organisation and there is need to formalise the relation 
between colleagues. 
Leadership is defined in a "moral" way. In return for their loyalty employees expect their 
Boss to take care of them, to be like a good father (or mother) of the family. 
Delegation in these countries is taking the shape of clear-cut mandates people get from the 
Boss, describing exactly what they are supposed to do and how. 
In such countries, the way to evaluate policy is to inspect in a direct way whether the people 
 lower in the hierarchy have implemented the decisions taken at a higher hierarchy level, in 
an effective and efficient manner. 
 
4       Solar system 
This is the culture of cultures like France, Belgium, the North of Italy and Spain. 
The features are: high Power distance, high Individualism and High Uncertainty Avoidance. 
Main difference of these cultures with the pyramid system is the tension between at one 
hand high acceptance of hierarchy and at the other hand the high degree of individualism. 
This creates tension. It is leading to an tendency not to contradict powerholders in their 
presence, but to: "draw your own plan", outside their reach. 
Because of the individualistic element is leadership not so much "father of the family", but 
being a highly visible intellectuel technocrat. 
Delegation and control are the same as in the pyramid system   
 
5 The organisation as a family 



 
 
 
 
 
 

This is the dominant image in some countries in Asia especially the Chinese dominated 
cultures and in some of the Caribbean countries..  
This image is formed by a combination of high power distance, collectivism and a low score 
for Uncertainty Avoidance. Characteristics: there is a strong acceptance of hierarchy. In 
general, linked to old age or seniority. Old age is usually synonymous to wisdom. Like in 
the pyramid model, there is a “moral” relation between employers and subordinates. In 
exchange for loyalty from the side of the employees, the employer will ensure his 
employees’ well-being. This means that in a way he acts like a father of a family. His 
employees can always go to him if they have personal wishes or problems. In principle, they 
can do this in- and outside office hours. This can be about anything from money problems to 
family problems. Any boss who backs out if this care is a bad boss. 
Main diffference with the pyramid model is the low score for uncertainty avoidance. 
Bureaucratic Rules are unimportant. This system is very flexible. The “Boss” decides 
everything The communication between managers and subordinates is not formalised. In 
principle, it is easy to get access to the boss if one has a good idea or a problem 
  
 
6. The well-oiled machine 
An special image was found, that fits countries like Germany, Austria, the German-speaking 
part of Switzerland ,Hungary and partly the Tjech Republic. The special element  is the 
combination of a low score on power distance and a high score on uncertainty avoidance. 
In principle, people in these countries feel autonomous and want to perform tasks 
independently. The condition is that all uncertainty around expectations with respect to task-
completion and task-description are reduced. Clarity in the structure and explicit procedures 
form the core of the internal discussion about the organisation. Decentralisation within 
clear, “unshakeable” agreements is the natural form of leadership and management. 
Example: the autonomous position of the “States” in Germany with respect to the central 
authority in Bonn. The reference point for evaluation is: have all the parties involved 
observed the previously formalised planning? 
 
 

A systematic comparison between the 6 mental 
images 

 
 

 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 

 Contest Network Family Pyramid Solar System Machine
Organisational Principle( • = Self interest • = Shared interest of 

stakeholders 
• = In-group interest 
• = Interest of the boss 

• = In-group interest 
• = Interest of the boss 

• = Public interest 
• = School system 
• = Professional group 

• = Balanced intere

Effective Boss • = Decisive  
• = Selling the decision 

a consultative way 
• = Hero 
• = Have data available 

inform and instruct 
people 

• = In control 

• = Consultative  
• = Supportive  
• = Decisive at last resort
• = Colleague  
• = Negotiating decisions
• = Recognise all the stake

holders 

• = Benevolent and strict 
father 

• = Giving  clear briefings
regularly 

• = Play internal and exter
network 

• = Overlook the moral 
stance of your people 

• = People respect what yo
inspect’ 

• = Can improvise at last 
moment 

• = In control 

• = Benevolent and strict 
father at a distance 

• = Giving clear briefings 
and inspecting results

• = Play external network
• = Take care of your peop

‘moral competence’ 
• = People respect what yo

inspect’ 

• = Highly visible 
• = Benevolent father 
• = Giving clear direction
• = ‘People respect what y

inspect’ yet resist 
inspection 

• = Politician; play interna
and external network

• = Noblesse oblige 

• = Proven expert 
• = Give scenarios 

solutions 
• = Don’t say ‘I do
• = Ensure compete

subordinates 

Delegation • = Empowerment aroun
objectives 

• = Co-produce 
task/performance 
descriptions 

• = Monitor progress 
against objectives 
either formally (USA
or informally (GBR)

• = Provide feedback an
coaching as needed

• = Autonomy within 
specific and meaningfu
content areas 

• = Set objectives at 
beginning of year to se
direction 

• = Negotiate individual 
objectives 

• = Organise regular 
meetings to assess 
possible changes to 
objectives 

• = Within framework of 
limited mandates 

• = Give clear briefings to 
set expectations 

• = Inspect at end of the da

• = Within framework of 
limited mandates 

• = Give clear briefings to 
set expectations 

• = Inspect at end of the da

• = Within task descriptio
and according to 
mandate 

• = Give clear briefings 
regularly 

• = Inspect indirectly 

• = Within framewo
clearly defined 

• = Explain the plan
• = Check against p

without interfer
on-going work 
ahead of plan, b
schedule) 

• = ‘Management b
exception’ 



 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 Contest Network Family Pyramid Solar System Machine

Motivator • = Career and earnings
• = Challenges 
• = Public praise and 

recognition 
• = Increase of status 
• = Success of own 

unit/company 

• = Autonomy within 
meaningful content 

• = Pleasant work ambienc
• = Nice colleagues 

• = Good boss and 
harmonious group 

• = Climbing the societal 
ladder 

• = Good boss, harmoniou
group and clear 
standardisation 

• = Climbing the societal 
ladder 

• = Effective boss and cle
standardisation 

• = Success and continuity
of the employer to 
safeguard one’s job 

• = Identification with 
trade/professional grou

• = Good rules 
• = Success and con

the employer to
safeguard one’s

• = Recognition of 
competence 

 • =  • =  • =  • =  • =  • =  



 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 Contest Network Family Pyramid Solar System Machine

Co-ordination • = Mutual adaptation  
• = Formulation of 

objectives and target
• = Provide for 

communication duri
process 

• = Allow for strict 
accountability 

• = Mutual adaptation  
• = Formulation of core 

objectives 
• = Conflict handling 

between stakeholders
• = Organise meetings to 

provide for participatio
• = Identify the ‘silent’ 

stakeholders and tempe
the ‘loud’ stakeholders

• = Direct supervision  
• = Social control in work 

group 
• = Make clear different 

authorities and 
responsibilities 

• = Be clear in your manda
• = Check privately if ther

is still harmony in the 
group 

• = Direct supervision  
• = Standardised task 

descriptions 
• = Social control in work 

group 
• = Friendly inspections 
• = Be clear in your manda
• = Check privately if ther

is still harmony in the 
group 

• = Informal  supervision 
• = Standardised task 

descriptions 
• = Informal inspections 
• = Be clear in your mand
• = Allow for informal 

readjustments between
units and departments

• = Standardisation
• = Transparency o

procedures 



 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 Contest Network Family Pyramid Solar System Machine
Control • = Assessment whether

fixed targets have be
 met 

• = Strict accountability
against fair targets 
(MBO) 

• = Mid-term reviews 

• = Meetings to check if al
stakeholders are still 
satisfied 

• = Self inspection through
clear standards 

• = Strict accountability on
if overall control 
warrants this 

• = Inspection by the boss 
and social control 

• = Inspection by the boss 
and social control 

• = Informal inspection by
the boss 

• = Self inspection through
clear standards 

• = Start with overall 
control. If things appe
to go wrong then more
precise control 

• = Check if people
date about the p
system 

• = Self inspection 
clear standards 

• = Control after sp
tasks have been
concluded 

Selection 
Process 

• = ‘Glowing résumé’ 
• = Emphasise 

accomplishment and
talents in interview

• = By selling yourself o
can sell everything 

• = Simple modest or factu
résumé 

• = Modest during intervie
while asking intelligen
questions 

• = Modest résumé 
• = Show loyalty, ask polit

questions and indicate 
‘who you know’ in the
interview 

• = Networking 

• = Adhere to rituals in 
interview 

• = Show loyalty, ask polit
questions and indicate 
‘who you know’ in the
interview 

• = Networking 

• = Show correct 
background, education
and credentials on 
résumé 

• = Show sophistication 
• = Adhere to rituals in 

interview 

• = Show technical
in résumé 

• = Show expertise
interview 

Performance
evaluation 

• = Are the fixed targets
 achieved ?

• = Have meetings and see
everyone is still on the
same line 

• = See to it that people tak
their individual 
responsibility to make 
their functional area 
effective (informally)

• = Are the instructions 
being  implemented an
employees are still loy

• = What is the nature and 
importance of the 
network of employees 

• = Seniority 

• = Are the instructions 
being  implemented an
are people still loyal  

• = Did subordinates 
implement the decision
taken? 

• = Play the system 

• = Did the given s
produce results

 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 

MENTAL IMAGES AND THE ORGANIZATION OF SOCIETY 
 
The mental images outlined in this paper have an effect on the way in which people relate 
to their environment. They 'send' preferences via their behavior in micro-organizations as 
well as preferences via behavior in macro-organizations, like society in general. 

This becomes clear if we compare the political system in e.g. America and England, as 
representatives of the market model with that of the Netherlands and Sweden, as 
representatives of the network system. 

Two strong political parties can be seen as a logical consequence of the first “mind-set”, 
which compete with each other in a strongly polarized manner and accept that after the 
elections the winner “takes it all”, i.e. control of the entire government, including the top 
officials. In the Netherlands and Sweden, we always see coalition governments and the top 
officials stay where they are. 

Such fundamental differences in approach can also be seen in other areas. Insights into 
the role of the government, the approach to unemployment, the role of social security and 
the role of trade unions are almost diametrically opposite. In order to illustrate the 
significance of these differences, it is worth examining the attitudes of two very different 
approaches to solving some of the problems governments experience all over the world. 

In an interview in a Dutch newspaper NRC Handelsblad of 23 December 1995, the 
German philosopher Rolf Dahrendorf claimed that governments experience three central 
problems:  

• = to help organizations in their country remain competitive in increasingly tough world 
markets, 

• = to ensure that the social cohesion in their society remain intact and 
• = to reinforce a political climate that is so stable that elementary democratic freedoms are 

maintained, even in bad times. 
There is a tendency for politicians nowadays to prefer the competition model when seeking 
answers to all three questions. The opinions of both economists and captains of industry 
seem to corroborate this. Also the theories taught in MBA programs all over the world 
seem to make the same assumption. 

It is therefore interesting to look objectively at the degree of success of different cultural 
mind-sets in dealing with global challenges. 
 
Competitive strength  
It is not easy to pass judgement on the extent to which countries ensure that companies can 
remain competitive in the international arena. It’s all a question of definition. However, 
this discussion could be linked to annual attempts to measure countries’ competitiveness. 
Every year, listings of countries ranked on the basis of competitiveness are published. Up 
to 1996, such a list was drawn up jointly by the World Economic Forum and the 
International Institute for Management Development. 

In 1996, these lists were published independently with the main change being that the 
WEF, under the influence of the American Harvard economist Jeffrey Sachs, decided to 



 
 
 
 
 
 

define competitiveness in strictly economic terms. Hence, competitiveness is defined as 
‘the ability of a country to achieve sustained high rates of growth in GDP per capita’. The 
IMD, on the other hand, uses a definition that attempts to create an integrated economic 
and social model. When we compare the two systems for the year 2001, only one of the ten 
highest classified countries in the integrative IMD model operate according to the ‘family’ 
model (Singapore).Four operate according to the ‘network model’ (Finland, Sweden, The 
Netherlands and Iceland).Two correspond to the ‘well-oiled machine’ model (Switzerland 
and Germany), and three countries the competitive model (the USA, Ireland) and one the 
pyramidmodel (Luxembourg). 

In the WEF’s strictly economic model, where the only important aspect is the possibility 
of a country to sustain long-term GDP per capita growth, the picture is very different. It is 
striking that in this classification, which has an in-built bias towards market theories, the 
networkmodel also scores best, with four countries ranked among the top ten: Finland, 
Netherlands, Denmark and Sweden. 

The competitive model follows with three countries:, USA,UK  and Australia 
The other models follow afterwards with two for the machine model (Germany and 
Switzerland) and one for the Family model (Singapore).  
Naturally, one has to be cautious when using such general terms as competitiveness. 
Paul Krugman, an American economist, even claims that the term is meaningless when it is 
applied to national economies. In an article in the magazine Foreign Affairs 
‘Competitiveness: A Dangerous Obsession’, he claims that the major nations of the world 
are not competing with each other at all, contrary to what some popular politicians say. He 
provides the following arguments for this claim.   

All economies produce most goods and services for domestic consumption. So, even if 
an economy is not at all competitive, it’s still business as usual. If two companies are 
competing with each other, one wins and the other loses. If two economies are competing 
with each other, both can win, thanks to the law of comparative advantage. Whilst an 
organization which isn’t very competitive is not able to lower costs, an economy that isn’t 
very competitive is able to do so, for example by depreciating the currency after a period of 
high inflation. His conclusion is that an important criterion for an economy to be 
competitive is domestic productivity, in other words, output per employee. If this is taken 
as the standard, more factors come into play than the drive to succeed alone.  

The level of education in a country is found to be important, the degree of innovation, 
political stability, and, for example, the number of strike days. Moreover, the IMD model is 
also found to provide a broader basis for the evaluation of policy. Then network countries 
don’t appear to be doing so badly. This is directly related to the second element mentioned 
by Dahrendorf: social cohesion. 
 
Social cohesion in the context of the cultural mind-sets 
Why is it important for a government to aim for social cohesion and what is the connection 
with culture? In relation to the three elements formulated by Dahrendorf, it seems 
particularly interesting to see what can be said about social cohesion in relation to the 
competitive power and the maintenance of democracy. 



 
 
 
 
 
 

A measure that can be applied to the discussion of social cohesion is the degree of social 
inequality in a country and the degree of acceptance of that inequality. The degree of 
‘femininity’ of a country in a cultural sense relates, among other things, to an unwillingness 
to think in terms of winners and losers in society. An important  characteristic of feminine 
societies is that there is a great deal of sympathy for and solidarity with the underdog, 
irrespective of whether they are part of the family or ethnic group. This can be 
demonstrated from the official statistics regarding foreign aid as a percentage of the GDP. 
The latest statistics show that most feminine countries of the OECD, Denmark, Sweden, 
Norway and the Netherlands, are at the top of the list with 0.8 to 0.9% of their GDP, 
compared with the USA’s 0.09 and England’s 0.2.  

A similar picture is obtained if we look at unemployment benefit. An OECD overview 
shows that 4 of the 5 countries with the highest benefit have a high feminine score: 
Denmark, the Netherlands, Norway and Finland and one has a middle position: Belgium. 
We are talking here about a factor of 2 to 3 compared to masculine countries like the USA, 
the UK and New Zealand. 

The fact that we are discussing value differences between countries with the market 
model and those with the network model becomes clear when we look at the degree of 
acceptance of inequalities in income. A British study: 'The British Social Attitudes Survey' 
shows that, compared with the Netherlands, four times as many Americans and twice as 
many British people think that large inequalities in income are necessary for economic 
growth. 

What are the effects of this on the economy? Could an empirical method be found to 
evaluate the effects of the two cultural mind-sets? As a result of recent research we can 
cautiously claim that the more compassionate ‘feminine’ approach does not in fact have a 
negative effect on the economy.  

For instance, a study conducted in more than 56 countries found that there is a very 
strong negative relation between income inequality and the growth in GDP per person. In 
these countries, social and political conflicts lead to developments that inhibit growth (See 
Persson and Tabellini). 

A recent article by another American economist, discusses which elements affect 
growth. The author Perotti, gives three reasons: 
• = Greater inequality in incomes leads to less education.  
• = Unequal division of income leads to more poor people. They don’t have money – and 

can’t borrow it – to give their children a good education. The author claims that this is 
particularly true of secondary education. On the other hand, less inequality in income 
will lead to a reduction in the number of births, because people will be inclined to 
invest more in the education of less children, as opposed to having more children. 

• = Larger inequalities in income can also lead to political instability. Large differences 
between poor and rich can lead to murders, revolts etc. This political instability leads to 
an unwillingness of people to invest and that is bad for the economy. 

 
The cultural context in relation to income inequality and poverty deserves further analysis. 
There is also discussion on income inequality in the US, but this has little to do with a 



 
 
 
 
 
 

change in values. In a survey published in American Enterprise Magazine in 1990, less 
than a third of Americans questioned said that they thought that the government should do 
something about income inequality. As may be expected of a country with a market mind-
set, even the ‘have-nots’ support the idea of inequality. The idea apparently is: “I have 
nothing now, but I may win the lottery next week. And if I do, I am principally against 
having to hand over this money.” 

The problem of many Americans is not so much that the income inequality is growing. 
The unease is caused by the fact that poor people have become much poorer in an absolute 
sense in the last twenty years. By way of illustration: the poorest people are 11% worse off 
in income, whilst the richest 10% are 18% better off. 
 
Social cohesion, income inequality, work and benefits 
A joke currently circulating in America goes like this: Clinton says in his State of the 
Union speech: The good news is that as a result of our economic approach, we have created 
twice as many jobs. The bad news is you need five jobs to survive! 

In international comparisons, a distinction is often made between the Anglo-Saxon 
economic model (in our terms: the competitive model) and the Rhineland model. The latter 
is found in continental Europe, where there is a strong emphasis on social security. 

It is interesting to note that there is apparently some similarity between the ideas in 
masculine countries like Germany, feminine countries like the Netherlands and those that 
take a middle position on this dimension, like France. On closer analysis, however, it is 
found that the motives behind this apparent agreement are quite different. A characteristic 
of ‘feminine’ countries is sympathy for the underdog. People always complain about the 
tax system in these countries (complaining is a characteristic of the feminine degree of a 
culture: always thinking that someone else is being treated better). But a political majority 
can never be found to stop the solidarity with the financially weaker people in these 
countries. People talk about discouraging misuse and the problem of long-term 
affordability. But there is always support. 

The motives in countries that score high on uncertainty avoidance are entirely different. 
And high uncertainty avoidance is what countries like France, Belgium, Germany and 
Switzerland have in common. The support in these countries has little to do with sympathy 
for those worse off; it is rather the result of a focus on social order. If the differences 
between the poor and the rich are too great, society becomes unpredictable. The ruling 
consensus then is not so much influenced by solidarity as by fear of losing social cohesion, 
which will lead to social disorder. 

In an article published in the Dutch newspaper NRC Handelsblad on 21 December 
1996, a distinction was made between the different economic rationale behind the 
Rhineland, the Anglo-Saxon and the Delta models. (The Delta model is the Dutch 
approach, where there is close consultation between social stakeholders like trade unions, 
employers and the government about the reform of the welfare state).  

Here we see the network model in action with its emphasis on consensus, support and 
common interests. A complaint heard from market economists is that the network model is 
ineffective in combating unemployment. The Belgian Professor Cantillon looked into the 



 
 
 
 
 
 

connection between unemployment and poverty for the OECD. The results were very 
surprising: countries where unemployment drops do not necessarily also see a decrease in 
poverty. On the other hand, poverty does not always rise if unemployment rises. The 
poverty figures in the rich industrialized countries were found to be stable practically 
everywhere, whilst unemployment fluctuated (here poverty is defined as the percentage of 
the population that has an income below half the national average). 

Cantillon concludes that poverty is directly influenced by social security. Countries that 
are willing to invest in social security generally have low levels of poverty. The effect of 
different mental images can also be seen here: countries that uphold the competition model 
(US, Canada and Australia) have a low unemployment rate, but high levels of poverty (e.g. 
18% in the USA). Countries that employ the network model – the Scandinavian countries 
and the Netherlands – have somewhat higher unemployment rates, but low levels of 
poverty (for example 8% in the Netherlands). Cantillon demonstrates that poverty in all 
OECD countries will increase if social security is further reduced. Conclusion: an 
increasing proportion of the population in the OECD countries is unable to rise above the 
poverty line through work alone. 

The danger of this development is that it leads to the formation of an underclass. Pierre 
Bourdieu, a Professor at the College de France in Paris, describes the underclass as people 
who behave in such a way that they are unable to control their future. Bourdieu claims that 
there is a difference in the composition of the underclass in Europe compared with the US. 
The fundamental tension in the US is one where the divisions run primarily on racial lines. 
In European cities, the majority of the unemployed are white. But the effect in both cases is 
long-term unemployment with as a result polarization and marginalization. 

However, even if European unemployment is not fundamentally a race issue, first and 
second-generation migrants have often had a particularly hard time. Twenty to thirty years 
ago, they came to the West European countries to do the work no-one else wanted to do. 
Many of these jobs have since disappeared and they and their children are now finding it 
very hard to adjust. 

Unemployment sometimes takes the form of spatial separation e.g. in ghettos. People on 
the wrong side of the line start to cut themselves off from society. For example in the 
Netherlands, a disproportionate number of the long-term unemployed have ex-directory 
phone numbers. This voluntary segregation is dangerous, because it represents a loss of the 
feeling of mutual involvement and mutual responsibility. 

The belief in ‘work, work and more work’ that the Dutch coalition cabinet propagates 
can also be interpreted as ‘involvement, involvement and more involvement’. This is 
important. Exclusion leads to feelings of “what do I care?” And this is precisely what leads 
to criminality and polarization. 

The problem in Europe as well as in America is that if the middle classes disappear from 
an inner city area and only the poor are left behind, this leads to a downward spiral of urban 
decline. The only people who want to live there are those who can’t go anywhere else. 
Burglaries and violence increase as frustrated youths turn to drugs and criminality. And, as 
unemployed men are less marriageable, the number of extramarital children rises and the 
growth in the numbers of one-parent families creates a new hard core of dependence. The 



 
 
 
 
 
 

fact that this can threaten public order was made clear in the spate of inner city riots and 
looting across America in the ‘long hot summers’ of the late 60s, as well as in Los Angeles 
in the early 90s. And we have the spectacle of the middle classes retreating to their fortified 
suburbs. 

The overlap of concentrations of urban decline and immigrant communities also creates 
an easy target for political extremists. Before proceeding to an analysis of this third 
element, the following needs to be said about the discussion on work and employment: it is 
very important to maintain a distinction between the economic and cultural aspects of the 
discussion about unemployment, inequality and poverty.  

The Netherlands is one of the most feminine countries in the world. One of the 
consequences of this is a different attitude to work: people are very interested in the quality 
of life. Translated into employment terms this means that people don’t live to work; rather 
they work to live. Indeed, one of the reasons why the Dutch workforce is relatively flexible 
is because many people work part-time. A recent Rotterdam survey has indicated that a 
sizeable proportion of the working population choose to work part-time to enhance their 
quality of life. So the counter-arguments in the social discussion with proponents of the 
market model focus on issues such as the quality of work and solidarity (another strongly 
‘feminine’ issue) rather than on fear of the consequences of poverty.  

Another interesting fact is that the Dutch ‘feminine’ focus on the quality of life produces 
a somewhat unexpected feature in official statistics: the attitude to savings. It is well known 
that the Belgians jest about the Dutch frugality. Surprise, surprise: the statistics show that 
the Netherlands was the country in which the least people saved money in all the OECD 
countries in 1995 and 1996. Any idea which country was most frugal? You will never 
guess........it was Belgium! 
 
Democracy 
An article dated August 1994 in The Economist demonstrated that democracy, even in 
objective economic terms, is the best system. Democracy alone can ensure long-term 
economic freedom. Ownership rights for example, are safeguarded by independent of 
leaders or regimes. 

A more detailed study of political systems however, shows that democracy has different 
effects in the various cultural systems. Take France (representing the pyramid system), the 
Russian Federation (the family system), the United States (the competition system) and the 
Netherlands (the network system). A presidential democracy like France’s is part of a 
typically pyramidal system. Hierarchy is acknowledged and accepted. The role that central 
government has played historically can also be seen within the framework of a pyramidal 
social structures. In pre-democratic times there was Louis XIV, then the revolution with its 
slogan praising ‘égalité’. Then Napoleon, who went on to crown himself and later leaders 
with a similar profile such as Giscard and Mitterand, the Sun God revisited. In America we 
see the democratic translation of the competition model: two political parties competing 
with each other and allowing the winner to take all after the elections. In Russia we find a 
great deal of continuity from the culture that was based on reverence for the Czar as father 
of the nation up to today. After the revolution, the Soviet Union was ruled with an iron 



 
 
 
 
 
 

hand by autocratic leaders (Lenin and Stalin), and later we saw czar-like figures in power 
like Jeltsin and Putin, following a ‘democratic’ revolution. 

Dutch politics cannot be understood without knowledge of a particular kind of network. 
This form of democracy – strongly influenced by the network system – assumes that the 
parties involved are always willing and able to participate in consultation, with a focus on 
the common interest. As we have already seen, this form of participation is perfectly 
'normal' in network cultures, because of their low score for power distance, while all 
cultures that score high on power distance have low participation in public discussion. 

The common interest is arrived at via open discussion. Teisman calls this “an 
interweaving of goals” in his thesis on decision-making processes in Rotterdam, which 
characteristically take place in a horizontal manner. Not all stakeholders are equal, but 
nobody tolerates unilateral decisions made by the hierarchy. Developing broad social 
support is the key to the Dutch democratic process. The government is just one of the 
network players. However, in addition to its role as a stakeholder, it also has a very special 
role: that of process monitor. Government must identify the players and ensure that all of 
them, even the less vocal, are invited to sit at the conference table. The conclusions of such 
discussions are increasingly formalized in voluntary agreements, which themselves have to 
be continuously tested against their consequences in practice. This often takes place in 
public meetings, during which 'stakeholder satisfaction' is tested. If the public are not happy 
with (part of) a decision, it is open to modification. Therefore, in this version of the 
democratic process, it is essential that participants both want to and are able to participate 
and that they understand how the implicit model works. 
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