Chapter 2
Culture at the Country Level

Robbert Maseland and André van Hoorn

Introduction

This chapter introduces some of the major frameworks that have been developed to
conceptualize and quantify differences in culture between countries as well as key
debates surrounding these measurement exercises. In reviews of culture research, it
is common to lament the many different definitions of culture that are available in
the literature. In contrast, we find that several useful definitions of culture exist, all
of which can serve as a basis from which to start measuring the culture of countries
and cross-national differences therein. While the topic of this chapter is culture at
the country level, we want to do more than merely survey the literature on this
topic. Specifically, we not only seek to acquaint readers with the major national
culture frameworks as they are used in the literature but also with some of the most
fundamental debates concerning measures of (national) culture and their use in
research. If this chapter lives up to its intentions, it should provide readers with a
critical and inquisitive mind-set rather than ready-made answers concerning culture
at the country level.
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Culture at the Country Level

We understand culture at the country level or national culture to be about norms,
beliefs, and values that distinguish one national community from another and are
transmitted from one generation to the next more or less unchanged (cf. Hofstede,
2001). A nation is a collective of individuals sharing certain relatively stable char-
acteristics such as a language, history, traditions, and habits. Nations are usually
linked to a territory to which they have perceived historical ties. These commonali-
ties are what bind people in a national community and give rise to a shared national
identity. Thus, the French nation refers to the group of people that share a distin-
guishable set of beliefs, values, symbols, and traditions that collectively character-
ize them as French (and identifies them as distinct from Germans, Italians, et cetera).

When a state legitimizes its political claim over a territory and a people through
adopting a national identity, we call such a state a nation state. In the political nar-
rative of such a state, its borders ideally overlap with the borders of the national
community and the territory it claims. One of the most fundamental assumptions in
national culture research is the acceptance of the claim that states represent national
culture so that studying the people living within a state’s boundaries means studying
a single, coherent culture. The French national culture then amounts to the norms,
values, and beliefs of the people living in France. We discuss the validity of the
assumption that countries represent cultures later on in Sect. “Shared Conceptual
Foundation: Nations as a Unit of Analysis”.

Importantly, national culture is a property of groups of individuals. Hence, just
like, for instance, social inequality, culture is a characteristic that is tied strictly to a
specific group comprising multiple individuals and does not exist at the individual
level (Welzel & Inglehart, 2016). Nevertheless, studying national cultures requires
that we start with the observation of individual behavior, values, and beliefs, through
survey instruments, behavioral experiments or otherwise.! Measures of national cul-
ture are derived from these individual-level observations through some form of
aggregation. In turn, researchers are usually interested in national culture because it
affects the behavior of (groups of) individuals. For these reasons, any framework for
studying culture also implies an underlying theory about the bidirectional relation-
ship between individual values and beliefs and collective, cultural values and beliefs.

Such a theory can take different forms, ranging from undersocialized to overso-
cialized perspectives (Granovetter, 1985). At the undersocialized extreme, culture is
simply individually determined values and beliefs aggregated at the national level.
In this perspective, national culture is essentially a level of analysis, but does not
itself have any separate conceptual meaning. The relevant concept revolves around
the values that individuals have, which can be measured at various levels of

!'Cross-country surveys are the most popular instruments for measuring national culture by far
(Taras, Rowney, & Steel, 2009). In addition to experiments (e.g., Herrmann, Thoni, & Géchter,
2008), people have also used systematic analysis of published texts to derive and quantify differ-
ences in national culture (see, for example, McClelland, 1961; Michel et al., 2011; Skrebyte,
Garnett, & Kendal, 2016).
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aggregation of which the nation is one. Other levels of aggregation or units of
analysis are widely considered in the literature, however, including gender, social
class, birth cohort, occupation, religious denomination, et cetera (Hitlin & Piliavin,
2004; Kohn, 1969; Schwartz & Rubel, 2005; van Hoorn, 2015b; van Hoorn &
Maseland, 2013). At the oversocialized extreme, culture is a historically given con-
text that autonomously determines what individuals believe, strive for, or value. In
this view, culture is not only inescapable as one of the main factors influencing
individuals® behavior and dispositions but also largely immutable, comparable to
countries’ weather or geography (Hofstede, Hofstede, & Minkov, 2010).

Most approaches take a position in between these two extremes. A particularly
fruitful balance between the oversocialized and undersocialized extremes is to view
culture as an emergent property at the level of society, resulting from the interaction
of individuals with each other and their environment. In this view, culture is not just
the aggregate of the personal values of individuals but also the product of the inter-
play between individuals acting on their values. This emergent property in turn
influences the beliefs, values, and behavior of these individuals so that people within
a national community develop shared norms, values, and beliefs.

This general idea can be captured in the broad model that we use as the theoreti-
cal backdrop for this chapter (Fig. 2.1). This theoretical model describes the bidirec-
tional relations between culture and individuals’ values: culture emerges from the
interaction between individuals acting on the basis of their values, while culture, in
turn, feeds back into the values of these same individuals (Schwartz, 2014). In this
model, individual-level or personal values are only partially determined by the
societal-level construct known as national culture and also the product of personal
characteristics such as gender, age, education and, not least, personality. Moreover,
societal-level influences extend beyond culture (or informal institutions) to include
the formal institutional environment (North, 1990; Williamson, 2000).

| National culture |<—>| Formal institutions

Personal values |<7—>| Other people’s values |

Individual characteristics

Fig. 2.1 Cultural, individual, and environmental influences on personal values (Source: adapted
from Schwartz, 2014)
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Frameworks of National Culture

Historical Background of National Culture Studies

The idea that countries possess collective traits that differentiate them from others
emerged most prominently in eighteenth century Europe. It was strongly linked to
the formation of modern states at the time, which required the breakdown of tradi-
tional, local institutions. In this process, control over a territory came to be increas-
ingly exercised through statewide, institutionalized laws and governing
organizations. This had the effect of tying the people living in a state’s territory
more and more together. The manifestation of national laws and governing princi-
ples presented a strong unifying and homogenizing force over a state’s subjects.
Increasing interaction between citizens from different intranational regions and
communities, spurred by the state’s internal institutional harmonization, intensified
this process.

While the development of state institutions homogenized populations within the
state’s borders, it also served to highlight the differences between national popula-
tions (e.g., the French vs. the Germans). Observers became increasingly aware of
the unique ways in which different societies developed. de Montesquieu (1949)
attributed these differences to the interplay of national laws, government maxims,
mores, customs, and natural circumstances, creating a distinct esprit general in each
society. In Germany, Herder (1968) went a step further, arguing that different
national characters were not the outcome of societal development, but provided the
underlying cause of different development paths in the first place. In this view,
nations were intrinsically distinct from each other by language, inclinations, and
character. National development had to be understood as the actualization of these
innate qualities (Herder, 1968; Roscher, 1918).

On the one hand, this notion of a singular national character was descriptive—it
presented the societal product of modern state-building, homogenizing experiences,
codifying languages, laws and regulations, and concentrating interactions within
state borders. On the other hand, the concept of national character was decidedly
prescriptive. Reference to a supposed underlying national spirit legitimized the
increasing control of the centralized state over its citizens’ lives and helped to con-
solidate its power. Rousseau (1964) argued that common norms, values, and habits
helped create a sense of collective national identity, which protected territorial
integrity and acted as a safeguard against foreign domination. For this reason, soci-
eties needed to have a national character; where it did not exist, states needed to
develop one (Rousseau, 1964, p. 913). Likewise, Herder (1969, p. 324) denounced
multinational states, labeling these “but patched-up contraptions, fragile machines,
appropriately called state-machines, for they are wholly devoid of inner life, and
their component parts are connected through mechanical contrivances instead of
bonds of sentiment.” In other words, state borders needed to coincide with national
borders. The concept of national character was thus an intrinsic part of the
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propagation of the modern nation state, both inspiring and resulting from unification
policies of new states (Beugelsdijk & Maseland, 2011; Neiburg, 2001).

In the early twentieth century, the idea that national peoples had distinct
characters culminated in the emergence of a new science of cross-cultural psychol-
ogy, starting with Wilhelm Wundt’s 10-volume book series on Volkerpsychologie.
The specific aim of this series was to identify the common psychological essence
that bound a people together and set it apart from the rest of the world (Beugelsdijk
& Maseland, 2011; Wolf, 1999). National character became a popular subject in the
USA in the 1930s and 1940s, where it was linked to the Culture and Personality
school in anthropology (Neiburg, 2001). Not unlike Wundt’s Volkerpsychologie, the
Culture and Personality school assumed strong links between types of culture and
types of personality, allowing researchers to apply psychological profiling to entire
cultures. Its popularity in the 1940s was partly inspired by a need to develop a
deeper understanding of the psyche of enemy nations. Benedict’s (1946) famous
“The Chrysanthemum and the Sword,” for example, attempted to provide an insight
on the personality of the Japanese. It was commissioned by the U.S. Office of War
Information to help war efforts.

This strong link to wartime policies contributed to the loss of popularity of
national character studies after WWIIL. After two devastating world wars, both
fueled by nationalist myths, the idea that beliefs, values, and personality types could
be attributed to entire nations had become highly suspect. The breakdown of colo-
nial empires and the coming to terms with the colonial past added to this critique.
The postcolonial perspective criticized the notion that the “Other”—whether it
referred to the Japanese or to colonial subjects—could be entirely described in
terms of a collective, static culture. Such a perspective denied colonial subjects a
voice and an individual rationality of their own (Said, 1978). In this context, the idea
that nationality and character are associated became highly controversial and was
criticized for being simplistic and essentialist (Beugelsdijk & Maseland, 2011).

After the 1950s, studies of national character were rare. The most notable excep-
tion was McClelland’s The Achieving Society (1961), in which the author related
differences in economic development to differences in achievement orientation in
country’s cultures. Measures of achievement orientation were derived from a con-
tent analysis of children’s books from 41 societies, quantifying the extent to which
these stories taught the value of working hard for an objective. Being primarily
motivated by a desire to explain differences in economic performance, McClelland
(1961) focused on achievement motivation as a variable highly informative of
growth differences, not necessarily as a variable capturing a very relevant aspect of
cultural differences as a whole. For this reason, the work only provided limited
insight on differences in national culture.

Interest in national culture and, particularly, its quantification rekindled with
the publication of Hofstede’s (1980) Culture’s Consequences. In this seminal
work, Hofstede exploited questionnaire data on the attitudes and beliefs of middle
managers worldwide employed by US multinational IBM. The main innovation in
the book was the insight that variation in average scores on individual survey
items between countries moved together in systematic ways. This observation
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allowed Hofstede (1980) to use factor analysis on country-level scores and identify
several culture dimensions on which all societies could be scored. The idea of
looking at cultural differences through the lens of universal, empirically identifiable
dimensions of national culture provided a way to quantify cultural differences.
This approach sets off an explosion of literature linking numerical measures of
cultural differences to all kinds of outcomes and phenomena (Hofstede, 2001).
While most of this literature used the indicators developed by Hofstede (1980),
his basic approach to measuring cultural differences has also been followed by
others, most notably Schwartz (1994) and the Global Leadership and Organizational
Behavior Effectiveness Research or GLOBE project (House, Hanges, Javidan,
Dorfman, & Gupta, 2004).

Finally, there is an important subfield in the national culture literature that
deserves explicit mentioning, although we do not elaborate on it in this chapter. This
literature has considered so-called cultural distance between countries as a factor
affecting cross-border cooperation and exchange (Kogut & Singh, 1988; see also
van Hoorn & Maseland, 2014; Shenkar, 2001). In this literature, country scores
from culture frameworks such as those by Hofstede (1980) or GLOBE (House et al.,
2004) are used to quantify cultural (dis)similarities between country dyads. Two
countries are deemed more culturally close when the absolute differences between
their scores on dimensions of national culture are smaller. The underlying idea is
that the stronger the differences in scores on the culture dimensions between coun-
tries, the more difficult it is to organize exchange between actors from these coun-
tries (Ghemawat, 2001; Shenkar, 2001).

Leading Frameworks of National Culture

Table 2.1 summarizes some of the leading frameworks of national culture. As most
readers are probably already familiar with these frameworks and their specific
dimensions, we do not dwell on the most prominent features of these frameworks.
Instead, we use this opportunity to emphasize lesser-known features of these frame-
works as well as provide some background. Readers interested in learning more
details on these frameworks are strongly encouraged to check the original sources.

Hofstede’s (1980) framework is undoubtedly the most widely used national cul-
ture framework. As indicated, Hofstede applied factor analysis to country-level data
from an attitudinal survey held among employees of US multinational IBM in the
late 1960s and early 1970s. Originally, this factor analysis uncovered three dimen-
sions. However, for conceptual reasons, Hofstede split one dimension into two sepa-
rate dimensions for four dimensions in total. Motivated by the concern that
Hofstede’s (1980) four dimensions themselves might be culture-bound, a replica-
tion exercise spanning non-Western countries, particularly China, rendered evidence
of a fifth dimension, independent of—and therefore adding to—Hofstede’s original
dimensions (The Chinese Culture Connection, 1987). The researchers that uncov-
ered this dimension called it Confucian work dynamism, while Hofstede added it to
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his framework and labeled it long-term orientation (Hofstede, 1991). A sixth
dimension, Indulgence vs. Restraint, was added to his framework after Minkov
(2007) conducted a factor analysis of data from the World Values Survey and uncov-
ered a factor that did not correlate strongly with any of the other Hofstede dimen-
sions (Hofstede et al., 2010).

Similar in spirit to Hofstede’s framework is the framework developed by the
GLOBE project (House et al., 2004). This framework identifies several dimensions
of culture also identified by Hofstede but added a few novel dimensions for nine
dimensions in total. A second novelty is that the GLOBE researchers considered two
types of measures of national culture, namely cultural values and cultural practices.
Practices thereby refer to society “as is,” while values refer to society as “should be.”

Clearly distinct from Hofstede’s framework, though following the same generic
approach, are the frameworks by Shalom Schwartz (e.g., Schwartz, 1994, 1999,
2006) and Ronald Inglehart (e.g., Inglehart, 1997), the latter later refined by Inglehart
and Welzel (2005). Inglehart started out studying value change in Western societies,
particularly the effect of affluence on the extent to which people emphasize non-
materialist goals such as autonomy and self-expression over materialist goals such
as economic security (e.g., Inglehart, 1977). He is director of the World Values
Survey, which is a research network that since its inception has collected data on
people’s values, beliefs, and attitudes in more than 100 countries worldwide. As an
extension of his work on materialist/post-materialist values, Inglehart developed a
framework of cultural differences along two dimensions, each with two extremes:
traditional vs. secular/rational values and survival vs. self-expression values.

In similar fashion, Schwartz started out studying universals in people’s basic
values (see, also, Chap. 3 in this volume). He developed a framework of personal
values with two outstanding features. First, values do not have absolute but only
relative priorities, meaning that values can be important or unimportant only when
compared to other values. Second, values have strong structural interrelationships,
depending on whether they emphasize goals that are compatible or opposing.
Applying some of his insights concerning personal values at the level of collectives,
Schwartz developed a framework of cultural values that emphasized both the struc-
tural interrelations of cultural value orientations and the deep roots of these values
in the way societies have solved fundamental dilemmas in the regulation of human
behavior (see Sect. “Shared Conceptual Foundation: A Dimensional Framework of
Culture” for more details).

Overall, researchers that seek to consider national culture in their work have an
array of frameworks at their disposal. We encourage readers to draw on or combine
those frameworks that appear most relevant for their subject of study. Meanwhile,
some frameworks, though not among the most popular, may have certain advan-
tages, for instance, data availability or stronger conceptual foundations that would
make them very attractive to use (see Table 2.1). At the least, we recommend not
relying on popularity alone but consider all the obvious and not so obvious advan-
tages and disadvantages of available frameworks.
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Conceptual and Operational Foundations of the National
Culture Frameworks

In many ways, Hofstede (1980) provided a blueprint for studies of national culture.
Although alternative frameworks have been developed since, all these frameworks
share a set of fundamental characteristics. Conceptually, all leading frameworks ana-
lyze culture in terms of culture dimensions and focus on differences in national cul-
ture. Operationally, they all rely on the aggregation of individual-level survey data to
capture cross-national differences on these dimensions. We discuss these shared con-
ceptual and operational foundations of national culture frameworks one by one.

Shared Conceptual Foundation: A Dimensional Framework
of Culture

All leading national culture frameworks analyze cultural differences in terms of
dimensions. Countries are scored on these dimensions, allowing researchers to make
meaningful comparisons between different countries. The method for obtaining such
comparable measures of national culture involves two steps. The first step is about
identifying universality in the structure of cultural values, the second step is about
identifying idiosyncrasy in the importance of these values in different countries.

Step 1. Identifying universality

The starting point for national culture studies is that countries differ culturally
from each other. The question to be answered is how much they differ. To answer
that question, we need a measure of culture that is meaningful and relevant to all
units considered, i.e., to all nations under study. Only when we can evaluate all
cultures on a common yardstick, does meaningful comparison become possible.
Without such comparable measures, we are comparing apples and oranges.
Meanwhile, it is far from obvious that finding measures applicable to all cultures
is feasible. Ethnographers have typically taken the position that since all cultures
are fundamentally different, there is no set of meanings or concepts that is rele-
vant to all of them. The patterns of behavior and meanings attached to them that
have developed in a particular society only make sense within the whole of struc-
tures and meanings that is this particular society’s culture (Geertz, 1973). Stated
differently, if institutions and behavior can only be understood in terms of their
own culture, any attempt to fit a culture in an externally imposed conceptual
schema is fundamentally misguided (Geertz, 1983).

The first step towards quantifying (national) culture and cultural differences
therefore is to identify and demonstrate the existence of universal dimensions on
which different cultures can be scored. In other words, we need to find a common
structure in the cultural differences between countries. This is usually done on a
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theoretical basis, statistically, or both. The most notable example of a priori
theorizing is the framework developed by Shalom Schwartz (e.g., Schwartz,
1994, 2006), which extends his earlier work on personal values (Schwartz, 1992).
As alluded to above, Schwartz finds that all societies face the same fundamental
dilemmas in regulating human activity but that the chosen solutions to these
dilemmas can vary on a range. When it comes to the relation between individuals
and the collective, for instance, societies’ responses can range from complete
individual autonomy to being completely embedded in the group. One universal
dimension of national culture in Schwartz’s cultural values framework subse-
quently refers to the extent to which individuals are encouraged to pursue their
own ideas and intellectual and positive affective experiences (Autonomy) or are
members of a collective, sharing goals within a collective, exhibiting in-group
solidarity and respecting traditional orders (Embeddedness). Interestingly,
Schwartz’s framework of cultural values is structurally strikingly similar to his
framework of personal values, even though there is no perfect isomorphism
between the two levels of analysis, cultures vs. individuals (Fischer, Vauclair,
Fontaine, & Schwartz, 2010).

Hofstede (1980), in contrast, uses a statistical approach to uncover structure in
cultural differences. Hofstede’s framework is founded on patterns discovered
when factor analyzing the pre-existing survey data collected by IBM. Hofstede
observed that when value X is stressed in a society usually value Y is stressed as
well. Moreover, societies would, at the same time, disagree with values A and
B. The structure apparently underlying countries’ average value scores can be
captured in a set of dimensions where X and Y reflect one pole and A and B the
other pole. Taking this approach, Hofstede (1980) initially discovered three
national culture dimensions. However, as mentioned, Hofstede had theoretical
motivations to decide to break up one of these factors in two separate dimen-
sions, specifically Individualism and Power distance.

It should be noted that the choice between a theoretical and statistical basis for
the construction of culture dimensions is not absolute. Obviously, theoretically
formulated dimensions are only useful when validated empirically. Likewise, the
statistically derived dimensions of Hofstede (1980) should be validated by their
correspondence to theoretical frameworks.

Step 2. Identifying idiosyncrasy

Step 1 provides an indispensable basis for the second step in the measurement of
culture, which is to identify how countries differ on dimensions of culture thus
identified. The way in which Hofstede constructed his framework, this second
step would be inextricably tied to the first step. In many other cases, however,
Step 2 involves some additional challenges, both conceptual ones and practical
ones. Specifically, one needs to devise an appropriate measurement instrument,
meaning a measurement instrument that is able to capture the identified
dimensions in a reliable and valid way. Typically, this empirical operationaliza-
tion of dimension scores is done on the basis of surveys. Researchers design
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multiple questionnaire items, using these items to elicit responses from
individuals from all the countries included in the study. Taken together, responses
to these items are meant to capture a society’s score on a particular cultural
dimension. An alternative, but less common approach may be to use behavioral
experiments. As an example, Schwartz developed his own 57-item values survey,
known as the Schwartz Values Survey or SVS, also making several refinements
along the way. When it comes to measuring national culture, most attention has
been paid to Step 2 and the intricacies of extracting group-level constructs from
individual-level (survey) data. Similarly, the most widely discussed limitations
of the national culture literature concern the identification of idiosyncrasy, for
example, the (face) validity of the measurement instruments used.
Notwithstanding, some of the most contentious and difficult parts of measuring
national culture and differences therein involve Step 1 more so than Step 2.

Fundamentally, the issue is that in Step 2 we are focusing on the amount of differ-
ences between countries on the dimensions in the framework. However, these are
just the differences in degree of what is actually homogeneous between societies.
Any cultural differences that do not fit a universal structure that can be captured by
cultural dimensions—differences in kind—are left out. In other words, dimen-
sional frameworks focus exclusively on a (small) subset of cultural differences.
The main challenge for any comparative national culture framework to be convinc-
ing is therefore not to show that cultures are accurately scored on the dimensions.
The challenge is to identify a set of dimensions that is both valid and reflects as
large a proportion of the actual cultural differences between societies as possible.

Shared Conceptual Foundation: Nations as a Unit of Analysis

As noted, an essential foundation for the national culture literature is the idea or
assumption that culture resides at the level of the country. Strictly speaking, this
idea involves two separate assumptions. First, culture is assumed to emerge around
nations. Second, states or countries are assumed to represent these nations. The
distinction between these two assumptions is not widely recognized, neither by
advocates nor by critics of the national culture approach (Hofstede, 2001;
McSweeney, 2002). Yet, they are clearly separable: the question whether the Catalan
nation has a distinctive, coherent culture is independent of the question whether
Catalonia is an independent state. Meanwhile, we may still question the validity of
these two assumptions. As the Catalan example indicates, the above two assump-
tions are not obviously true. The claim that the nation is the most relevant unit along
which people share cultural values is debatable, while the claim that the Spanish
state or even the Catalan region represents this culture is clearly false. Yet, the gen-
eral framework presented by Fig. 2.1 already suggests several reasons why state
borders and cultural boundaries are often likely to fall together, enough so that the
national culture assumptions can be viewed to hold.
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The basic reason why state borders and cultural boundaries can meaningfully
coincide is that, as mentioned above, states act as homogenizing forces (Lamont &
Molndr, 2002; Martindale, 1967). They do so in three main ways. First, states are an
important source of the external environment with which individuals interact
(Fig.2.1). States set laws, create and maintain institutional arrangements, and develop
policies. States further make political decisions—going to war, printing money—that
have consequences for the nation’s population as a whole. Finally, states may actively
promote certain shared values and ideas among its population or exercise control
over the information individuals can access. In doing all the above, states create
shared experiences among their citizens. These shared experiences, in turn, are
reflected in a degree of sharedness of values that emerges at the level of the country.

Second, states create and support the formal institutions that are necessary for
effective and meaningful socioeconomic interaction. Without a well-developed
institutional framework, economic exchange and collective action suffer from pro-
hibitive transaction costs. Without clear contracting laws and an accessible judicial
system supporting them, it is difficult to trust one another enough to enter into an
exchange (North, 1990). Without a shared (official) language, it is difficult to com-
municate. Because the laws and institutions created by states set the stage for inter-
actions, such interactions end up being relatively concentrated within the jurisdictions
of states. Intra-country trade volumes, for example, dwarf inter-country trade vol-
umes (see, for example, McCallum, 1995). This implies that the interactions between
“personal values” and “other people’s values” in Fig. 2.1 occur predominantly
within state jurisdictions. The culture emerging out of these interactions is therefore
likely to be a national one, defined by state borders, as well. Hence, when states cre-
ate the conditions for interaction and exchange, they also create the platform on the
basis of which nationally shared cultural values, norms, and beliefs can emerge.

Third, states typically promote the construction of a national identity following
territorial borders. Doing so, they foster the emergence of the nation as an imagined
community (Anderson, 1983). Nations are typically far too large for all members to
interact with each other, certainly not on a regular basis. That implies that nations are
not actual communities in the sense of groups of people cooperating and interacting
frequently. However, citizens often consider themselves part of a distinctive com-
munity of people represented by the nation, as nationality is a chief criterion for
social categorization including self-identification (Barth, 1998; Lamont & Molnar,
2002; Smith, 1991). This sense of belonging to a national community creates imag-
ined shared experiences, in addition to the actual shared experiences discussed
before. Observing what happens to fellow nationals will be interpreted as part of
one’s own experience as a member of the nation. What is more, in addition to the fact
that states create the institutional conditions for actual interaction and exchange
between its citizens, national communities also stimulate a sense of imagined
interactions: fellow nationals perceive each other as people they to some extent know
and are familiar with, even when they have never met before. Importantly, this refer-
ence to an imagined joint national identity in turn facilitates actual interaction
between fellow nationals and creates hurdles for interaction with other nationalities.
In this way, an imagined national community further fosters the emergence of culture
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at the national level. In practice, nationality is associated with a range of stereotypes
or prejudices (Katz & Braly, 1933; Madon et al., 2001), which in turn can be traced
back to specific features of a nation such as its economic success (Lee & Fiske,
2006). More generally, people use nation or nationality heuristically as a signal that
allows them to make inferences about unobservable traits of individuals or products
on the basis of their membership association with a particular nation (see van Hoorn,
2016 for a recent application to migrant workers; Chap. 7 discusses the literature on
so-called country-of-origin effects in (product) evaluations). Overall, nation turns out
to be a very natural way for people to draw group boundaries and to consider differ-
ences between groups thus identified. The imagination of a national community thus
acts as a powerful catalyst for the homogenization of national culture, even without
actual interactions and shared experiences.

To be complete, states have not only worked to homogenize culture within their
borders; the borders of states are also historically partially determined by national-
cultural boundaries (e.g., Desmet, Le Breton, Ortufio-Ortin, & Weber, 2011). The
ideology of the nationalism emerging in the late eighteenth century legitimized con-
trol of states over a certain territory and people by reference to a shared, common
culture and identity. While thus strengthening existing national states, this close
ideological link between nation and state eroded the legitimacy of multinational
empires, such as the Austro-Hungarian Empire and the Ottoman Empire. It also
provided a motivation/justification for the unification of countries such as Germany
and Italy. Nationalism thus encouraged the redrawing of the European political map
along national-cultural lines. Outside Europe, nationalism played a similarly impor-
tant role in the breakdown of colonial empires.

For these reasons, while nation, culture, and state are by no means necessarily
linked, in practice they are typically associated closely enough to warrant the use of
states as units of national culture (Smith, 2004). Indeed, some researchers find
nation to be the principal vessel of culture (Wallerstein, 1991). However, it is impor-
tant to be aware that this close association is a historically contingent one and that it
does not necessarily hold for all countries at all points in time. The assumption that
states represent distinct national cultures may be justified for twentieth century
Europe, but for young states with externally imposed borders such as in Sub-Saharan
Africa this assumption is likely more problematic.

Shared Operational Foundation: Reliance on Aggregated
Individual-Level Survey Data

If we have decided that we want to measure cultural differences of degree between
countries, how can we go about doing so? There are a number of operational char-
acteristics shared by all leading frameworks of national cultural differences. In
order to quantify differences in values, all of them make use of data from cross-
country surveys designed to elicit respondents’ values. A battery of questionnaire
items—the measurement instrument—is included in surveys in a large set of
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countries, enabling systematic comparison of individuals’ responses. In order to say
something about cultural differences, all frameworks subsequently engage in some
form of aggregation of the individual-level survey data to the societal level. These
operational features of national culture frameworks bring about important chal-
lenges that have been addressed differently in different frameworks.

Instrument and Questionnaire Design

The first challenge is about what questionnaire items to include in one’s survey.
Culture is about norms, beliefs, and values. Leading national culture frameworks
typically focus on studying cultural values, however, even when in practice it is not
always clear whether particular questionnaire items for measuring cultural differ-
ences truly refer to values only and not to other mental constructs (cf. Table 2.1).2

When designing (or selecting) questionnaire items that national culture research-
ers believe are capturing important aspects of values, these researchers almost inevi-
tably reason from their own cultural perspective. Such culture-boundedness implies
that important values are likely to be missed and/or that the measurement instru-
ment may include survey items that are deemed irrelevant by some of the groups of
respondents considered. A way to address this is by working with multicultural
research teams when designing the measurement instrument and specific question-
naire items. Incorporating perspectives from different cultures would help ensure
that proposed survey items have similar relevance in all settings under investigation.
Schwartz (1994) and GLOBE (House et al., 2004) have explicitly done so. The IBM
survey exploited by Hofstede (1980), in contrast, was not initially designed to cap-
ture differences in cultural values and while multicultural teams were involved,
these teams were not systematically used to address potential biases due to culture-
boundedness. Hence, the items in the IBM survey were not checked beforehand for
their cross-national relevance for capturing value differences.’

Language and Cross-Cultural Translation of Survey Items

When a suitable measurement instrument has been designed, a second operational
challenge concerns language, specifically the translation of the selected question-
naire items. In order to facilitate cross-cultural comparison, researchers need to
make sure that selected value items carry the same meaning in different populations.
Importantly, in culture research, such translation goes beyond finding the correct

*Values can be defined as non-situation-specific guidelines that provide the basis for evaluation and
direct people in selecting between alternative courses of action (Schwartz, 1992, p. 5).

3 As alluded to above, in later work, Hofstede implicitly acknowledges this concern with his origi-
nal work and the likely cultural bias present in his framework. Specifically, Hofstede (1991)
includes a fifth dimension, long-term orientation, which was identified by The Chinese Culture
Connection (1987).
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word. Some words simply do not have a direct equivalent in another language and
have to be described through circumlocution (Hofstede, 2001). In addition, even
when words can be translated, they may have different connotations in different
cultural contexts. Words may be much more common in the original language than
in their translation, for example, so that the latter may bring connotations with
highly educated discourse. Moreover, even when the right words have been found,
interview and response styles are likely to differ between cultures (Harzing, 2006;
see also Chap. 10 in this volume). All these issues require making use of high-
quality translators. A common way of checking the validity of translations is by
making use of back-translation: after translation of an item, another translator trans-
lates the item back into the original language, after which the resulting text is com-
pared to the original. This approach is followed by Schwartz (1994) and GLOBE
(House et al., 2004), among others, but not by Hofstede (1980).

Sampling and Representativeness

When selection and translation of items has been concluded, the next challenge is to
select respondents. If the objective is to provide a representative picture of cultural
differences, there are several approaches possible. One option is to target a group of
respondents for each country that is maximally representative of these countries’
cultures. Afterwards, weights may be used to control for underrepresented and over-
represented groups in the raw data. This is the strategy in the World Values Survey
(Inglehart, 1997). An alternative strategy is the one advocated by Hofstede (1980):
taking a matched sample of respondents that is as homogenous as possible except
for nationality. The IBM survey would meet this criterion. The disadvantage of the
latter approach is that the resulting data are not representative of countries’ popula-
tions as a whole. When the research objective is not to accurately describe individ-
ual cultures but to identify cultural differences instead, representativeness could be
less of a problem than it may seem at first sight, however. Specifically, Hofstede
(2001) states that by surveying the same small, functionally equivalent segment of
the population in all countries one controls for all kinds of omitted variables.

Notwithstanding, the validity of the matched sampling strategy is conditional on
the assumption that national culture has a uniform effect on values across all sub-
populations of a country. The corollary of this assumption is that the surveyed seg-
ment of the population is atypical for the population as a whole in the same way
across countries (Hofstede, 2001). In Hofstede’s case, consider the (plausible) sce-
nario in which IBM personnel around 1970 was almost exclusively male; in that
case, the survey only captures differences in national cultures as long as one assumes
that the differences between national male subcultures are identical to the differ-
ences between national female subcultures. Such extrapolation of male-only sample
results to females has long been discredited in other disciplines (Pinn, 2005), mak-
ing this a questionable assumption.

For these reasons, other frameworks prefer a combination of matched and repre-
sentative sampling or avoid claiming that their results hold beyond the specific
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population segment under study. Schwartz (1994) uses matched samples of
schoolteachers and university students to ensure maximum comparability, combin-
ing this evidence with occupationally heterogeneous samples of adults to increase
representativeness. GLOBE surveys managers only, but limits conclusions to
national differences in managerial cultures (House et al., 2004). Such differences
notwithstanding, the resulting measures of culture correlate strongly between the
frameworks, suggesting that whichever choices one makes does not end up having
much effect on measured national culture.

Limitations and Debates in the National Culture Literature

Since the publication of Hofstede (1980), studying national culture in terms of cul-
tural dimensions has become the dominant approach in quantitative culture studies.
The popularity of this approach notwithstanding, there are some important limita-
tions associated with it. Some of these are simply generic limitations that are not
necessarily unique to measures of national culture. In all comparative research, for
example, we want to make sure that we are measuring the same thing for each of the
different units of analysis considered (see above). Another such basic issue in com-
parative research concerns the accurate representation of populations in terms of a
minimum number of observations.* Some of the limitations are more specific to or
particularly challenging for national culture research, however. Hence, to conclude
this chapter, below, we discuss what we see as some of the most important issues
and debates involving national culture.

Cultural Bias and Ethnocentrism

Given the premise that cultures are different and people from different cultural
backgrounds are likely to have different priorities and mental models, it is more than
likely that any framework designed to study cultural differences is itself embedded
in the cultural background of the researcher. Although the risk of cultural bias is a
feature of all universalistic models in social sciences, because of the nature of the
subject this type of bias is especially salient in national culture research. We have
discussed some of the specific challenges in the discussions of instrument and

*So far, the national culture literature has not settled on a clear guideline concerning the minimum
number of individual respondents that would be required to ensure that the country scores that one
obtains are representative. Hofstede’s work suggests that 20 respondents would be enough,
although a minimum of 50 respondents would be preferred (e.g., Hofstede & Minkov, 2013).
However, if we consider what researchers have done in practice, we can find that the GLOBE
project has calculated scores for one of the countries in its sample using 13 respondents (House
etal., 2004). In contrast, the World Values Survey and European Values Study, as used by Inglehart,
have at least a couple of hundred respondents per country and many times several thousand.
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survey design and translation that we presented above. In general, multicultural
research teams are the best safeguard against cultural bias, provided members of the
team operate on an equal footing and that the multicultural team is involved in all
steps of the research design. More fundamentally, however, it may be argued that
cultural bias or ethnocentrism is inherent to the project of comparative cultural stud-
ies (Clifford & Marcus, 1986; Harootunian, 2005). Radical critics argue that by
imposing external categories on a culture, i.e., categories that are not derived from
and do not make sense within this particular culture itself, one denies members of
that culture a voice of their own. Subjects are thus reduced to a “comparative exis-
tence,” i.e., they are described in terms of the extent to which they resemble an
externally derived idea (Harootunian, 2005) and are apparently unable (or not
allowed) to describe themselves in their own terms (Clifford & Marcus, 1986). For
this reason, ethnographers often dismiss comparative cultural studies on principle.

The question here is whether cultures are unique wholes that can only be under-
stood in their totality, rendering cultural differences absolute, or whether universal
structures are underlying cultural differences between societies. In our view, some
of the most important aspects of cultural differences between countries are about
different axioms and mental models creating a worldview that is unique to the cul-
ture in question. Differences in specific values, however, may exhibit a universal
structure, making comparative analysis possible.

The Validity and Relevance of Dimensional Frameworks

The above discussion of the foundations of national culture frameworks has already
introduced some issues that speak to the validity of the various measures of national
culture available in the literature. In general, the (construct) validity of national
culture measures can be undermined by a range of factors. In the debate that fol-
lowed the appearance of the GLOBE framework, a most prominent validity concern
has become whether the leading frameworks of cultural values are in fact measuring
cultural values (e.g., Taras, Steel, & Kirkman, 2010). As depicted in Fig. 2.1,
national culture is but one of many factors affecting the personal values of individu-
als. Hence, a specific open question in the national culture literature is whether
systematic societal variation in survey responses is of a genuinely cultural nature or
perhaps driven by differences in circumstances (Maseland & van Hoorn, 2009,
2010). Maseland and van Hoorn (2011), for example, show that cross-country dif-
ferences in the valuation of democracy reflect variation in the actual level of demo-
cratic institutions in a country rather than underlying cultural dispositions.

An even more challenging threat to the usefulness of dimensional frameworks
derives from the idea of universality, as emphasized in the first step of constructing
a dimensional framework of cultural differences. It is not uncommon for proponents
of the leading frameworks of national culture to tout their framework’s comprehen-
siveness, meaning that their framework is acclaimed to capture all the relevant vari-
ation in national culture or cultural values. Hofstede (2006), for instance, presents a
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Fig. 2.2 Funneling effects
in quantifying differences
in national culture

Actual differences in national culture

Measured differences
in national culture

factor analysis of the dimensions identified by the GLOBE framework to argue that
the latter framework contains some dimensions that are redundant and is not, in fact,
more comprehensive than Hofstede’s own framework. The more relevant question,
however, concerns the extent to which a set of dimensions of national culture and
the specific measurement instruments used to operationalize these dimensions are
able to capture the whole of cross-country differences in national culture. To illus-
trate, the focus on conceptualizing and quantifying cultural values differences in the
above-discussed frameworks already suggests that these frameworks miss out on
differences in cultural beliefs. More importantly, however, the whole enterprise of
measuring national culture is subject to what we like to refer to as “funneling
effects” (Fig. 2.2), even when the focus is on values only. In the end, national culture
and cultural values are latent constructs and any effort to quantify them must
acknowledge the possibility that we are measuring only a small portion of them.
As highlighted by Fig. 2.1, national culture is but one of many factors influencing
people’s values. Indeed, empirical research consistently finds that within-country
variation in values dwarfs between-country variation in values (Fischer & Schwartz,
2011; van Hoorn, 2015a).> Hence, an important reason why funneling effects occur
has to do with the approach of aggregating individuals’ value scores, which inevitable
leads to some loss of information about potentially relevant variation in values.
Similarly, it is not clear whether aggregation of individual values automatically
implies capturing culture as an emergent property of groups. A specific concern is that
the cultural values, norms, and beliefs of a group only become salient in actual inter-
actions between the members of a particular culture (see Fig. 2.1). If so, aggregations

3 A typical decomposition is that between 5 and 15% of total values diversity is between countries
and that the remaining 85-95% of total variation in values is between individuals from the same
country. Note, though, that this latter number is inflated and the former number deflated, as both
total variation and within-country variation comprise invalid variance that is due to measurement
error (van Hoorn, 2015a).
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of individuals’ answers on questionnaire items would contain some useful information
but would probably fail to capture some of the most fundamental cultural differences
between groups. Finally, there is the standard concern in comparative research con-
cerning the nature of differences, specifically differences in degree vs. differences in
kind (see above). Conceptually, completeness, meaning the absence of funneling,
would require that we can, in fact, express the whole of cultural differences between
countries as a matter of degree, measured on universally valid dimensions. Even in
this hypothetical case, however, it is not clear that we can actually design a measure-
ment instrument that is both universal and exhaustive, covering the whole of cultural
differences between countries. Meanwhile, the claim that a particular framework pro-
vides a comprehensive account of national culture differences can only be falsified
and not proven. The best one can do when proposing a framework is to make a theo-
retically informed case that certain dimensions are relevant and likely to capture a
substantial amount of cultural differences between countries. Future research, how-
ever, can still uncover further dimensions that would need to be added in order for the
framework to be comprehensive, as is nicely illustrated by the evolution of Hofstede’s
framework from four to six dimensions (Hofstede, 1980, 1991; Hofstede et al., 2010;
Minkov, 2007; The Chinese Culture Connection, 1987). In general, the essential open
question in national culture research is about funneling effects and not knowing
exactly how much of relevant differences in national cultural we have actually been
able to quantify.

Individuals and National Culture as a Dependent Variable

Throughout this chapter, we have emphasized the group-level nature of culture.
When it comes to the use of national culture measures in research, however, typi-
cally the interest is in national culture as a predictor of phenomena that occur and
exist at the level of individuals or other such actors that reside in specific nations
(see, for example, Chap. 4 in this volume). Going back to Allport (1924), Robinson
(1950), and Thorndike (1939), however, researchers have warned for the pitfalls of
using aggregate-level relationships and constructs to make inferences about lower-
level phenomena, what is known as the ecological fallacy. A generic concern is that
correlations that exist at the aggregate level, i.e., between aggregate-level measures
and constructs, do not exist in the same form at lower levels of analysis, i.e., between
individuals. A more specific concern is that any single individual cannot be seen as
representing an entire culture. At best, we may recognize that individuals are
affected by aggregate-level constructs and apply a multilevel approach to keep track
of and distinguish between different levels of analysis (see Chap. 11 in this volume).
Even when taking a multilevel approach, however, we should be wary of assuming
simple relationships between individual-level constructs or outcomes on the one
hand and their higher-level predictors on the other. As highlighted by the various
arrows in Fig. 2.1, there is very little to suggest that the relationships between cul-
ture and individual-level outcomes are anything but complex.
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Increasingly, culture researchers are aware of possible ecological fallacies and
multilevel approaches are gaining in popularity. Still a great deal of progress can be
made, for instance, when it comes to explicit modeling of the bidirectional interac-
tion between culture and individuals’ values (cf. Fig. 2.1). Similarly, most work that
involves some measure of cross-national differences in values continues to focus on
country means and tends to neglect variation in values that occurs within nations, in
turn, leading to an overemphasis of culture as a source of values differences com-
pared to other sources of values differences (see Beugelsdijk, Maseland, Onrust,
van Hoorn, & Slangen, 2015 for an exception in the context of cultural distance).

Cultural Change and National Culture in a Globalizing World

Building on the idea that national culture exists, researchers have also long won-
dered about whether and how cultures change (Beugelsdijk, Maseland, & van
Hoorn, 2015). In the view of some—and Hofstede most prominently—national cul-
tures and cultural differences are extremely stable over time (Hofstede, 2001, p. 34).
Other culture researchers, however, have been more appreciative of the possibility
of systematic changes in the culture of countries (e.g., Inglehart & Baker, 2000).
Much of the interest in the temporal (in)stability of culture derives from the ongoing
economic integration of nations, which is said to have a globally homogenizing
effect (Appadurai, 2011; Ritzer, 2004). Much as states foster a process of cultural
homogenization within their borders, so increasing international interconnectedness
would be a transnational homogenizing influence that renders traditional interstate
borders increasingly less relevant as a boundary for distinct cultures (Hermans &
Kempen, 1998). The specific question asked, then, is whether cultures worldwide
are changing to become more similar, what is known as cultural convergence, or
whether cultures exhibit persistent differences, what is known as cultural diver-
gence (Webber, 1969).

Using World Value Survey data to replicate the original Hofstede analysis for
different birth cohorts, Beugelsdijk et al. (2015) find that cultures exhibit consistent
changes over time, disproving ideas that culture is static. However, Beugelsdijk
et al. (2015) also find that the relative differences between countries’ scores on
Hofstede dimensions are rather stable. Cultural change occurs, but all countries
seem to move along the same path.

Does this general pattern indicate convergence or divergence? As it turns out,
this question is rather difficult to answer, both empirically and in terms of specific
trajectories of cultural change. Concerning the former, a particular challenge is to
separate genuine shifts in cultural values from temporary changes due to, for
instance, random fluctuations over time (Twenge, Campbell, Hoffman, & Lance,
2010; van Hoorn, 2017). Concerning the latter, a main challenge is that the answer
to the question whether culture is converging or diverging does not have a simple
yes-or-no answer, as the answer may vary depending on which dimension of cul-
ture one considers (van Hoorn, 2017). The so-called crossvergence perspective
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(Ralston, 2008) proposes a hybrid conceptualization of convergence in which
cultures may be converging on some dimensions but remain dissimilar on other
dimensions. This framework has been heavily criticized, however (e.g., Witt, 2008).
Two specific concerns stand out. The first is that the concept of crossvergence is too
general to have much meaning, as the prediction of convergence on some dimen-
sions but divergence on other dimensions is essentially unfalsifiable. The second is
that the crossvergence forces a distinction between national economic ideology and
national culture that is not supported in the literature, which tends consider these
two concepts as referring to more or less identical phenomena. Overall, the ques-
tion of the relevance both of cultural change and of cultural convergence/diver-
gence as phenomena affecting national culture remains one of the main empirical
questions in the literature.

Concluding Remarks

Frameworks of culture at the country level or national culture are widely used in a
variety of disciplines. Although, culture is a complex concept that, many would
argue, defies comprehensive definition, several scholars have sidestepped such con-
cerns and have gone on to present measures and frameworks for quantifying national
culture and differences therein. Judged by the widespread use of their frameworks—
Hofstede, for instance, is said to be one of the most-cited social scientists—they
have succeeded in doing so. At the least, the large-scale quantification of countries’
culture seems to have hit a nerve among researchers with a comparative interest in
countries.

In this chapter we have sought to introduce the reader to the idea that country-
level culture exists and can be meaningfully measured. For sure, there are still many
open questions when it comes to conceptualizing and quantifying national culture
and differences therein. In fact, our aim was more to familiarize the reader with
some of the core issues in the national culture literature than to give a complete and
detailed description of all the different national culture frameworks that are out
there. We have achieved our aim if this chapter leaves the reader with more rather
than fewer questions than before.
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