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TEN VARIABLES OF CULTURE

By Philippa Collin, Intercultural Communication Lecturer at Inholland University of Applied

Sciences

Being aware of your own cultural background, is an important tool in the process of living together
with people with different cultural backgrounds. What’s “normal’ for you might be very different
from what is “normal’ for your neighbour! Below you find ten variables of culture. Which cultural
values are familiar for you?

Variable Attribute Description of Different Value -
Orientations for Each Variable

1 Environment Control: People can dominate their environment; it can be
changed to fit human needs.

Harmony: People should live in harmony with the world
around them.

Constraint: People are constrained by the world around
them. Fate, luck, and change play a significant
role.

2 Time Single-Focus: Concentration on one task at a time; high
commitment to schedules.

Multi-Focus: Emphasis on multiple tasks and relation-ships
rather than deadlines.

Fixed: Punctuality defined precisely.

Fluid: Punctuality defined somewhat loosely.

Past: High value placed on continuance of traditions.

Present: Short-term orientation aimed at quick results.

Future: Willingness to trade short-term gain for long term
results.

3 Action Doing: Task centered. Stress placed on productive
activity in goal accomplishment and
achievement.

Being: Relationship-centered. Stress placed on working

for the moment, experience rather than
accomplishment.
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4 Communication

High context:

Shared experience makes certain things
understood without them needing to be stated
explicitly. Rules for speaking and behaving are
implicit in the context.

Low context:

Exchange of facts and information is stressed.
Information is given primarily in words, and
meaning is expressed explicitly.

Direct:

Preference for explicit one- or two-way
communication, including identification,
diagnosis, and management of conflict.

Indirect:

Preference for implicit communication and
conflict avoidance.

Expressive:

Emotive and personal communication style with
high degree of subjectivity. Stress on
relationships.

Instrumental:

Unemotional and impersonal communication
style with high degree of objectivity. Stress on
task achievement.

Formal:

High emphasis on following protocol and social
customs.

Informal:

Stress on dispensing with ceremony and rigid
protocol.

5 Space

Private:

Individual orientation to the use of physical
space. Preference for distance between
individuals.

Public:

Group orientation to the use of physical space.
Preference for close proximity.

6 Power

Hierarchy:

Value placed on power differences between
individuals and groups.

Equality:

Value placed on the minimization of levels of
power.

7 Individualism

Individualistic:

The “I” predominates over the “we”.
Independence is highly valued.

Collectivist:

Individual interests are subordinate to group
interests. ldentity is based on the social network.
Loyalty is highly valued.
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Universalistic:

Focus is placed on abstract rules before
relationships. What is true, correct, and
appropriate can be identified and applied to
everyone. Societal obligations are emphasized.

Particularistic:

Focus is placed on relationships before abstract
rules. Weight is given to changing circumstances
and personal obligations.

8 Competitiveness = Competitive: Achievement, assertiveness, and material
success are reinforced.
Cooperative: Stress is placed on the quality of life,
interdependence and relationships.
9 Structure Order: High need for predictability and rules, written and
unwritten. Conflict is threatening.
Flexibility: Tolerance of unpredictable situations and
ambiguity. Dissent is acceptable.
10 Thinking Inductive: Reasoning based on experience and
experimentation.
Deductive: Reasoning based on theory and logic.
Linear: Preference for analytical thinking, which breaks
problems into small chuncks.
Systemic: Preference for holistic thinking, which focuses on

the big picture and the interrelationships
between components.




