




Sam
New Colombo Plan Scholar to Hong Kong

“I would define culture as the shared characteristics of a 
common group of people. I think it's shared patterns, 
interactions and behaviours and cognitive constructs. 
It's the shared understandings which are mobilised
through shared socializations. Ultimately, I think it's a 
sense of identity that a particular group of people feel 
and it's unique to those kind of people.”

Maria
New Colombo Plan Scholar to the Republic of Vanuatu

“I define culture as the lens through which we make 
meaning from. I think it is the way that we make sense 
of the past the present and the future. I think it's the 
traditions that define us and are carried on and passed 
for future generations. It's also the lifestyles that we 
choose in our present moment to live through. But it's 
also the values and the goals that we set for future 
generations. I believe that culture is something that 
encompasses all the ways that we behave, think and 
talk to other people.”

Geert Hofstede, a well-known Dutch 
researcher of culture, has defined culture as 
"the collective programming of the mind 
which distinguishes the members of one 
group or category of people from another."
Source:
Hofstede.G, Hofstede.G.J and Minkov. M; 
'Cultures and Organisations: Software of the 
Mind' McGraw Hill, 2011, p.6.



Culture is a way of thinking shared by 
individuals in a specific society. This way of 
thinking is based on specific attitudes, 
norms, and values that is reflected in the 
behaviour of individuals. The study of 
culture has led to an understanding of the 
key characteristics.







We are collectively programmed by our culture as we learn and 
grow up. We first learn about our culture within our family. Our 
parents, older siblings and our wider family teach us how to speak, 
how to behave, how not to behave, how to make sense of the world 
around us, what to value and not value.









Like an iceberg, some aspects of culture are visible, but culture is often internal and may be difficult to 
observe, such as the values, beliefs and assumptions.







Maria
New Colombo Plan Scholar to the Republic of Vanuatu

“I most definitely think you can stereotype a culture, 
especially when there are so many cultures that make up 
that national culture as well. I surprised some people 
when I went to Vanuatu, because I'm not that blue eyed 
blonde girl that people stereotypically expect.
For example, when I was in Pentecost Island, I was 
constantly referred to as Miss Sissy. So, they called me 
Miss Sissy and what that meant was 'white woman'. And 
that was the only word that they had to call a foreigner 
and naturally with my Asian ethnicity, overtime I gradually 
got tanner over the weeks. And that was when the 
students and the children at the school that I was teaching 
in would start asking their parents, why is the Miss Sissy 
brown?
So, in that aspect I was breaking the stereotypes that they 
expected of me. But I think it's very common for 
Australians or any visitors coming to Vanuatu to hold onto 
stereotypes as well.”

Laura
New Colombo Plan Scholar to Japan

“I think the culture in Japan, it's very structured. In some 
ways, it's rigid, but in some ways it's very hard to 
understand and induct to. Even just talking to people, 
there's multiple different levels of language you can use to 
indicate respect or closeness. I did have some challenging 
experiences because I do speak Japanese and I was 
taking my university courses in Japanese, so there wasn't 
really a language barrier. I assumed I could assimilate into 
the culture and I think over time I came to realise that that 
was not the case.
So, as an example, I would call up and reserve at a 
restaurant and I would turn up with my friends, we'd speak 
to the server in Japanese, sit down and then they would 
come out and bring Japanese menus for all of my friends, 
and then hand me a special English menu. Yes, I was 
definitely a Gaijin in my host country, which is a shortened 
term for foreign person.”





Hofstede's Cultural Dimension model is a framework for 
cross-cultural communication. It helps you understand 
your personal assumption about what is normal by 
differentiating culture into six independent dimensions. In 
Hofstede's model each country is scored on the scale 
from low to high. However, the scores are relative, in that 
we are all human and simultaneously we are all unique. In 
other words, culture can only be used meaningfully by 
comparison.

The analysis of Geert Hofstede led him 
to develop the first empirical model of 
the dimensions of national culture. The 
cultural dimensions represent 
independent preferences for one state 
of affairs over another that distinguish 
countries (rather than individuals) from 
each other.







Hofstede's cultural dimensions shows the effects of a 
society's culture on the values of its members and how 
these values relate to behaviour. The following are three 
key dimensions of Hofstede's framework that will help 
your cross-cultural communication.









Hofstede's Cultural Dimension model helps you to reflect 
on your personal assumption about what is normal.
Let’s examine the observed behaviours in two 
dimensions:

Power distance:

This dimension expresses the degree to 
which a society handles inequalities among 
people.

Individualist versus collective orientation:

This dimension expresses the degree to which people in a 
society are integrated into groups.



Always remember this!
Hofstede's framework will help your 
cross-cultural communication 
because it helps you to predict the 
effects of a society's culture on the 
values of its members and how 
these values relate to behaviour.



Individualist versus group orientation examines the loyalty 
towards oneself and towards the group.

•Individualism can be defined as a preference for a 
loosely-knit social framework in which individuals are 
expected to primarily take care of themselves and their 
immediate families.

•Collectivism represents a preference for a tightly-knit 
framework in society in which individuals can expect their 
relatives or members of a particular group to look after 
them in exchange for loyalty.



Gilan
Australia Awards Scholar from the Republic of Indonesia

“So, I've lived in Jakarta for over ten years, and I think Jakarta is a capital city whereby 
modernisation and urbanisation has taken place. And I think Australians, particularly if 
they go to Jakarta, they would feel like it's home, because we share a lot of similarities 
with Australian culture. Sometimes we mix Bahasa and English as well, so it's not going 
to be a barrier. It's going to be fun for you to go to Jakarta.

The culture of my country, Indonesia, is I would say collectivist. We have a very deep 
sense of community, a very deep sense of 'we-ness' instead of individualism. And I 
think we put very high-power distance, meaning there is a tendency where we have to 
pay respect to most people, but most importantly, people who are older than us.
The religious beliefs are very integral, if it's not central to the culture of Indonesia, 
because the majority of Indonesians are Muslims. Therefore, Islam has been very 
influencing our national culture in general. We do tend to take values from the Quran to 
be the values that determine what's right and what's wrong in our daily lives.”



Gilan described the importance of religion, respect and 
family in Indonesia's culture.

Indonesia consists of over 17,500 islands and is the 
largest Islamic country in the world. The dispersion of 
the islands means there are also over 300 ethnic groups 
spread across the Indonesia archipelago. For example, 
the Javanese population that mostly occupies the island 
of Java reflect characteristics of Islamic society. While 
the Balinese population, occupying the Island of Bali, 
are mostly Hindu.

Gilan states that his country has a collective-oriented 
culture while he agrees that Australia is an example of 
an individualist culture. A collective-oriented culture is 
one in which people grow up as members of cohesive 
groups while an individualist culture is one where people 
are primarily expected to look after themselves and their 
immediate family.

The best way to see this difference is to compare the 
two extremes of these cultural preferences.

Presented next are six opposing examples of how 
a specific cultural background will engender explicit 
behaviours. For each situation most people fit 
somewhere in between the two extremes.















The power distance dimension expresses the 
degree to which the less powerful members of a 
society accept and expect that power is distributed 
unequally. The fundamental issue here is how a 
society handles inequalities among people.

While a defining feature of Australian culture is the 
egalitarian nature of society, Hofstede's Cultural 
Dimension model demonstrates how your personal 
assumption about what is normal will differ across 
cultures. The best way to see this difference is to 
compare two extremes of these cultural preferences.

Next, let’s look at opposing 
examples of how a specific 
cultural background will 
engender explicit 
behaviours. For each 
situation most people fit 
somewhere in between the 
two extremes.















Sophie
New Colombo Plan Scholar to the Republic of 
Indonesia

“One of the main things I can remember is 
that I was visiting a Muslim friend's family in a 
small town in Java and she was having a 
family reunion where some of her elderly 
uncles arrived. 
As I was going around the room to greet her 
family members as is custom in Indonesia, I 
noticed these uncles were shaking the hands 
of the younger female cousins and that 
involved taking their hand and then the 
younger female cousins putting that to their 
heart or their head as a sign of respect, and 
so I was also willing to do that as well as a 
sign of respect.”

“So I walked up to the Uncle to shake his hand, but then the Uncle just 
stepped away from me and just bowed. So I was quite embarrassed so I 
just bowed as well, but my friend then came to me afterwards and 
explained that it was because I wasn't a related female that's why he 
wasn't able to shake my hand.

But because I was genuine and I was trying to understand their culture, 
and I was trying to be respectful, no one was embarrassed, and no one 
had any ill feelings towards me. So I think the lesson I took for myself 
from that is that as long as I'm trying to be genuine, and as long as I'm 
really trying to learn and engage with people from Indonesia, I will always 
be forgiven for whatever cultural mistake I make.”



In this example, Sophie recommend 'cultural faux pas' as a good way of learning. If our behaviour is the 
result of our cultural assumptions, beliefs, values and norms, and if people from another culture share a 
different set of assumptions, beliefs, values and norms, then we can expect them to behave differently from 
us.

Before departing on your NCP assignment, learn as much as you can about your host country's culture –
this will help reduce the 'cultural faux pas' experience.

Using knowledge of your culture as a reference point, consider the following questions:

1. What has your culture taught you as to the appropriate expression of respect?

2. What parts of your culture have become part of the way you do things and what you consider 
normal?

3. Which parts have you adapted to suit your individual personality and circumstances?



Let’s review





Congratulations you have completed 
Part 1 – Exploring Culture
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