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Abstract 

How to measure culture has been a fundamental challenge for scholars in the field of international business. 
Approaches, as well as contexts relating to culture, national culture, and dimensional culture, are their major 
concerns. It is suggested that etic categories may be useful for comparative analysis, but need corroboration from 
fieldwork and must be open to new elements collected by an emic approach. Moreover, international business 
research with cultural issues would benefit from combining the etic and emic approaches. 
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1. Etic and Emic Approaches 

Two main approaches are frequently discussed in cross-cultural literature: etic and emic (House et al., 2004: 19). 
The distinction between the emic and etic approaches was initially proposed by Pike (1954) and adapted to develop 
typologies for cross-cultural comparison derived from field data (Sanday, 1979). Etic and emic researchers have 
quite diverse assumptions about culture based on their own constructs. Etic researchers tend to segregate common 
components of culture and test hypotheses. The etic approach attempts to identify universal aspects of human 
behavior and seeks to find universal processes that transcend cultural differences or to produce new theories that can 
be utilized across cultures (Fukuyama, 1990; Ridley et al., 1994). In other words, this approach assumes that all 
cultures can be compared in terms of generalizable phenomena. In contrast, the emic approach attempts to identify 
culture-specific aspects of concepts and behavior, which cannot be comparable across all cultures. Emic researchers 
assume that the best way to understand a culture as an integrated system. The endeavor of cultural anthropologists to 
understand culture from “the native’s point of view” was the main foundation of the emic approach (Malinowski, 
1922). In the field of cross-cultural research, the emic approach involves examining one culture at a time to evaluate 
how insiders or participants interpret a phenomenon. The criteria for evaluating behaviors relate to the insiders, and 
the structure is discovered by the researchers. On the other hand, the etic approach involves comparing different 
cultures. Behavior is studied from the perspective of an outsider, the criteria for evaluating behaviors are viewed as 
“universal” and the structure is created by the researchers. 

Hofstede’s dimensional culture is one of the most utilized constructs in cultural event research and is based upon the 
results of questionnaire surveys. However, this approach does not include issues of ethnicity and multi-culturalism. 
Multi-culturalism is often related to ethnic differentiations within societies or countries. For instance, in a 
multi-cultural country, such as the People’s Republic of China (PRC), Chinese culture is often viewed as the culture 
of the Han people. Cultural event research offers little explanation for such inquiries as “What are Chinese values?” 
or “Why and how did these values emerge in this place?” More important to international business research is how 
these values affect people doing business. Hence, it is not surprising that researchers in the field of international 
business have faced inconclusive results (Robson et al., 2002). 

2. Culture and National Culture 

How to measure culture has been a fundamental challenge for scholars in the field of international business and still 
is in debate (Gould & Grein, 2009; Venaik & Brewer, 2010; Leung et al., 2011). It is necessary to understand the 
concept of culture in order to discuss the relationship between culture and international business. Anthropologists 
have defined culture in many ways. There were more than 160 definitions of culture in the 1960’s (Kroeber & 
Kluckhohn, 1963). The phenomenon of numerous definitions implies that every scholar may view culture from 
different angles. In other words, different elements are collected when the concepts of culture are defined. It is hard 
to say that any single definition can be satisfied, because language has limitations in describing abstract concepts of 
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culture. Hereafter, we assume that culture is an aggregate of numerous elements. Therefore, “A” culture and “B” 
culture in Figure 1 can be presented as follows: 

(1) A culture = {X1 + X2 + X3 + …… + Xm}   m≦N 

(2) B culture = {Y1 + Y2 + Y3 + …… + Ym} 

What is the relationship between culture and national culture? Can we say that “A” culture is equal to “A” national 
culture? Probably not, for instance, Chinese culture cannot be seen as the same as the culture of the PRC. Generally 
speaking, the concept of “Chinese culture” is viewed as the culture of the Han people. There are fifty-three peoples 
living in PRC territories, such as the Han, Mongolian, and Tibetan groups. The cultures of these groups are very 
different from one another. Similar situations can be found in other countries, such as in the United States or 
Malaysia, where different cultural groups came from other countries with different backgrounds. In United Stated, 
when Latino, Asian, and African American chat about their ethnic histories together, it would be the European 
American who feels distanced. Even cultural anthropologists are wondering why their colleagues continue to apply 
the concept of culture at field works outside the United States, but many citizens in the States cannot speak out an 
ethnic culture of their own (Tanaka, 2009). In Asia, Malaysia is a country with three main different races: Chinese 
Indians, and Malays, which have there languages, religions, and cultures. Kennedy (2002) suggested that the 
GLOBE study misinterpreted the values of Malaysian since the study ignored the cultures and roles of 
Sino-Malaysian and Indian-Malaysian. Hence, in Figure 1, we draw a circle to represent “A” national culture, a part 
of which is outside of the “A” culture square. The area that overlaps represents the identical elements within “A” 
national culture and “A” culture. The relationship between culture and national culture can be presented as follows: 

(3) A culture = {X1 + X2 + X3 + …… + Xm}   m≦N 

(4) B culture = {Y1 + Y2 + Y3 + …… + Ym} 

(5) A national culture = {X1 + X2 + X3 + …… + Xn}   n≦N 

(6) B national culture = {Y1 + Y2 + Y3 + …… + Yn}   n≠m 

3. National Culture and Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions 

In this paper, we take the Hofstede’s IBM survey, one of the most influential contributions to the field of 
cross-cultural studies, as an example in explaining the relationship between the etic and the emic approaches. From 
1967 to 1973, the data in the IBM survey were collected through questionnaires that included 160 to 183 
standardized items with twenty language versions. The questionnaires were completed by over 117,000 employees 
of IBM’s subsidiaries in seventy-one countries (Hofstede, 2001: 43-46).  

Hofstede (1980) analyzed 48 variables (i.e. 48 questions) by using factor analysis and found four factors that can 
explain 37% of the variance. Factor 1 included two dimensions: power distance and the reverse of individualism. 
Uncertainty avoidance and masculinity were Factors 2 and 3. Furthermore, Factor 4 showed a weak and unclear 
correlation with power distance, which Hofstede called a second power distance factor (Hofstede, 2001: 59). 

Hofstede further tried to solve the problems of low factor explanation (37%) and the correlation between Factors 1 
and 4. He reduced the 48 variables to 32 variables, as the result of which the three different factors explain 49% of 
the variance in total (i.e. Factor 1: 24%, Factor 2: 13%, and Factor 3: 12%) (Hofstede, 2001: 58). Items with loading 
of at least 0.35 for the three factors were included. In this stage, Factor 1 included power distance and individualism 
dimensions by loading seventeen questions. Factor 2 was masculinity, with thirteen questions. Uncertainty 
avoidance was the third factor with twelve questions (Hofstede, 2001: 59). 

In addition, Hofstede extended his analysis of the four dimensions into a set of fifty-three countries. Power distance 
(PD) and uncertainty avoidance (UA) were based upon three questions each, and individualism (IDV) and 
masculinity (MAS) were based upon fourteen questions each. In other words, there were a total of thirty-four 
questions for the four dimensions, which is far fewer than the original total of 160 to 183 items. 126 to 149 
questions were dropped as a result of using an etic approach. 

Power Distance (PD) can be defined as the extent to which the less powerful members of institutions and 
organizations within a country expect and accept that power is distributed unequally. None of the human societies 
has ever reached absolute equality since some strong forces in our societies maintain existing inequalities. Inequality 
exist in all human societies, however, some of them are more unequal than others. In organizations, it is related to 
the degree of hierarchy or level of involvement in decision. Not only is the power distance shown in the ruling 
members but also in the base of the power hierarchy. Individualism (IDV) refers to the relationship between 
individuals and the collectivities, which prevails in a given society. On one hand, individuals in these societies can 
enjoy a large amount of freedom because the binds between people are not tied up. Hence, they tend to take care 
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themselves and focus on their own interest. (Hofstede, 1980: 218). For instance, in international business, expatriate 
managers from high-individualism working in a low-individualism host country may have more conflicts with 
employees. 

Uncertainty avoidance (UA) refers to the degree to which people prefer planned to unstructured situations in their 
society (Hofstede, 1980). Firms in high UA cultures are characterized by a strong need for rules and regulations; 
greater structuring of organizational activities; member of staff preference for unambiguous instructions and 
prejudice toward unexpected ideas and behaviors within companies (Hofstede, 1980). Expatriate managers from low 
UA cultures would not build bureaucratic structures that make it hard to react to unfolding events. On the other hand, 
managers from high UA cultures, they may experience stress in dealing with future events with risk. They may take 
actions to manage with the impact of uncertainty. Masculinity (MAS) relates to the degree to which “masculine” 
values like boldness, performance and competition triumph over “feminine” values such as quality of life, 
maintaining warm personal relationships and harmony. In company, it is related to the task-orientation as opposed to 
the person-orientation of management. Masculine cultures express different roles for men and women. People in 
such societies have a need to be aggressive. On the other hand, the female cultures stress quality of life and 
environment over money-oriented life. 

Factor analysis functions as a filter, keeping similar elements and eliminating elements that differ. Hofstede filtered 
“national culture” by using thirty-four questions and obtained four dimensions. Therefore, formulas (5) and (6) can 
be rewritten as follows: 

(7) A national culture = {(PD) + (IDV) + (UA) + (MAS) + Xg + Xh + …… + Xn}   n≦N 

(8) B national culture = {(PD) + (IDV) + (UA) + (MAS) + Yg + Yh + …… + Yn}   n≠m 

(i) Similarity (etic)                (ii) Difference (emic) 

(9) PD = [X1a + X2a + …… + X3p] 

IDV = [X1b + X2b + ……. +X14q] 

UA = [X1c + X2c + …….+ X3r] 

MAS = [X1d + X2d + ….. +X14s]   X1a≠X1b≠X1c≠X1d 

Hofstede’s four dimensions searched for similarity (etic) among the fifty-three countries. Following Hofstede’s IBM 
survey, the formulas of national culture can be divided into two parts: (1) similarity includes four dimensions and 
various elements, and (2) difference contains numerous elements. “A” and “B” national cultures can be presented as 
formulas (7) and (8). In formula (9), each dimension becomes a sub-collection in the national culture. 

The etic approach of search for the similar elements among cultures will drop the unique parts of each culture. This 
is evidenced by Hostede’s IBM survey, as discussed above. Also confirming this is that a group of twenty-four 
scholars, called The Chinese Culture Connection (1987), found a new dimension (i.e. Confucian work dynamism) 
that was not related to any of Hofstede’s four dimensions. This implies that Hofstede’s four dimensions are not equal 
to the similarity of national cultures, but are only part of them. 

4. Hofstede’s Four Dimensions and Long-term Orientation 

The questionnaire in the Chinese Culture Connection (1987), or The Chinese Value Survey (CVS), was written in 
Chinese and used Chinese values, unlike Hofstede’s IBM survey, which was developed in English and used Western 
values. The CVS questionnaire included forty items and was carried out in twenty-two countries. Collaborators were 
asked to translate the questionnaire from the Chinese or English version into their local language if neither of these 
was the native language of the respondents. As in Hofstede’s IBM survey, the researchers used factor analysis to 
examine the data and found four factors that can explain 56.9% of the variance in total (i.e. Factor 1: 21.3%, Factor 
2: 15.4%, Factor 3: 11.5%, and Factor 4: 8.7%). Items with loading of at least 0.35 for the three factors were 
included. 

CVS Factor 1 (integration) includes eleven questions. Confucian work dynamism is CVS Factor 2 with eight 
questions, and human-heartedness is the third factor, with five questions. The final CVS factor (moral discipline) 
included five questions (The Chinese Culture Connection, 1987). Hofstede’s PD and IDV dimensions were both 
correlated significantly with CVS I and CVS IV. Furthermore, Hofstede’s MAS dimension was highly correlated 
with CVS III. CVS II (Confucian work dynamism) was not correlated with any of Hofstede’s four dimensions, so it 
was adopted as the fifth dimension in Hofstede’s book (1991). Hofstede and Bond (1988) argue that Confucian work 
dynamism was found because of the Western mind. However, we would like to provide a different perspective to 
explain why the fifth dimension was found. 
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Figure 3 is developed as a model of three national cultures, and we try to explain the relationship between 
Hofstede’s four dimensions and Long-Term Orientation (LTO). Let us assume that the model of three national 
cultures is Hofstede’s survey (see Figure 3). The central circle represents the four dimensions found through factor 
analysis. K1-K3 represent factors which can be found by surveys with a smaller number of countries than in 
Hofstede’s survey. M represents a factor outside of Hofstede’s four dimensions. 

A question arises: Where is the location of the LTO? Is it K1, K2, K3, or M1? Theoretically, the more countries used 
in the factor loading, the fewer factors we can have. Therefore, it is not surprising that CVS can have a brand-new 
dimension that is not correlated to any of Hofstede’s dimensions. It is quite possible that, if Hofstede only used the 
same twenty-two countries as in the CVS to conduct his factor analysis, he could have more than four dimensions. 

5. Discussion and Suggestions 

For managers in multinational enterprises, one of the most difficult aspects of doing business in a foreign country is 
to understand the similarity and differences in cultural insights and values. A difficult issue with any cross-cultural 
research is to keep a balanced and comparative frame of reference. Cross-cultural studies using an etic approach 
with quantitative methods have come under growing criticism (Leung & Ven de Vijver, 1996; Efferin & Hopper, 
2006). First, analyses may be too generalized - they presume a group of people living in a society or country, such as 
the Chinese, to be relatively homogenous. The researchers pay little attention to cultural diversity in a society or 
country or to interactions between mainstream and ethnic cultures. Second, such studies tend to be stationary and to 
disregard cultural change. Third, they assume that the concept of a people (e.g. Chinese) is objective, while it may 
be subjective in nature. Finally, there is too much dependence upon survey research instruments. Dow and 
Karunaratna (2006) used the approach of atic to develop and examine a range of potential distance stimuli including 
differences in culture, language, religion, education, and political systems. However, it is found that the composite 
measure of Hofstede’s cultural dimensions is not significant. It is argued that the original data are over two decades 
old and specific to a single company. Hofstede’s cultural dimensions contributed tremendously to the field of 
international business research. Since the 1980’s, Hofstede’s five dimensions have led us to compare the similar 
elements (etic) of national culture around the world. Perhaps it is time to explore the relationships between different 
parts of culture (emic) and international business activities. This study examines only Hofstede’s work, one of the 
most cited studies in cross-cultural research. Further research can analyze other large-scale research, such as 
Inglehart et al. (1998), Schwartz (1995), and the GLOBE (2004) projects in order to examine the generality provided 
by this study. 

“Global mind, local root” has been an aspiration for international managers operating their multinational enterprises 
around the world. Developing global mind need to understand the similarity of national cultures, so the etic 
approach would be a proper way to explore the resemblance. On the other hand, growing local root need to be aware 
of the unique elements of local culture, so that the emic method would be a suitable method to discover the sole part 
of local culture. Etic approach, which examines common elements of cultures and state hypotheses, may be useful 
for comparative analysis, but need corroboration from fieldwork and must be open to new elements collected by an 
emic approach (Bhimani, 1999). Morris et al. (1999) argue that the etic and emic approaches are complementary. 
Greenfield (1996) suggests that the emic approach serves best in exploratory research, but the etic approach serves 
best in testing hypotheses. Berry (1990) suggests a three-stage methodology. First, original exploratory research 
relies on etic concepts and measurement methods from the researcher’s home culture. Second stage, researchers may 
interpret early findings by using emic perspective from other cultures. In the final stage, the researcher tests an 
explanation constructed from etic approach. It is suggested that researchers should concur neither etic nor emic 
perspectives are superior and may combine etic and emic approaches in cross-cultural study (Berry, 1969; 1990; 
Leung et al., 2005; Lu, 2006; Segall et al., 1990). Although there are little study using both methods (e.g. Morris, 
1999), we look forward to reading more cross-cultural research combing etic and emic approaches. 
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Figure 1. Cultures and national cultures 

 

Figure 2. National cultures and Hofstede’s four dimensions 
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Figure 3. Hofstede’s 4 dimensions and long-term orientation 

  


