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Culture
and the
Crash:

Exploring the Connection Between
People’s Responses to the
Economic Crisis and Their Culture

BY DEAN FOSTER AND NICOLE BARILE, GMS

The way people choose to respond to external
negative events should be similar to the way
they make decisions about so many other aspects
of their lives, and that decision-making process

is profoundly affected by their culture. Foster
and Barile test this theory and present an
overview of their findings.

aking lemonade out of lemons has

become a refined art during the past

year. Few individuals and organizations

have been left untouched by the dra-
matic bursting economic bubble, and all have been
challenged to adjust and respond. The way people
choose to respond, however, should not be dissimilar
to the way they make decisions about so many other
aspects of their lives, and that decision-making process
is profoundly aftected by their culture.

At least that was the premise we were working from
when we began an intensive study in April 2009, on
the link between an individual’s personal reaction to
the economic crisis and his or her culture. Our
hypothesis was simple and based on a belief inherent
in all the work we do: how people behave is intrinsi-
cally and fundamentally tied to their culture; there-
fore, individual responses to the crisis not only should
be culturally identifiable, but generally predictable,
along cultural lines.

If we knew an individual’s culture, we thought, we
could anticipate the way he or she more or less might
respond to key aspects of the crash. And by linking
crash responses to culture, we then could anticipate
the kind of reactions to the crisis, in terms of social,
economic, and political decisions, that would be likely
from various countries.

In short, we would prove responses to the crash to
be, on the one hand, just the latest major example of
the “culture-drives-behavior” phenomenon and, on
the other hand, a new tool for understanding the
behavior of nations as they attempt to respond to the

Crisis.
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The Survey

y April 2009, the effect of the economic crisis on individuals and

organizations was being deeply felt around the world. The pain
and anxiety was different, of course, in different locations, but few
countries were immune from having to respond in some fashion to its
impact. However, responses to this powerful new reality could vary,
and we believed that the different ways of responding around the
world were tied intrinsically to each individual’s culture.

We decided to test this theory by developing a survey that would
attempt to gauge an individual’s response to a variety of different
aspects of the crisis, and then try to link those responses to what we
know to be the underlying societal orientations of their culture. The
aspects of the crisis ranged from beliefs about who or what was
responsible for the crisis, ideas about the best ways to get out of the
crisis, thoughts about the best ways to cope through the crisis, and the
like. We created questions in a variety of formats (some using scales
from one to 10, multiple-choice questions, and open-ended questions)
that we categorized into three areas:

1. Reasons for the crisis.

2. How to get out of the crisis.

3. How the crisis affects you and your country.

The survey was designed to be administered across as many differ-
ent world cultures as possible and, being an intercultural consulting
company, we focused heavily on ensuring that the survey was as
culture-sensitive as possible, scrubbing out as much of our own U.S.
bias of the design and language as possible (It was designed and
reviewed by a number of individuals representing various cultural back-
grounds. This was particularly important because, despite our desire to
have the survey available in multiple languages, we could, in fact, only
distribute the survey in English.). The survey would take approximately
20 minutes to one-half hour to complete.

Fortunately, our database of potential respondents is inherently
global, spanning thousands of individuals in more than 100 countries.
We were careful to distribute the survey with a regional focus: that is,
we wanted to be sure that we would capture as many potential respon-
ders who might share similar cultural attitudes toward the survey ques-
tions because of cultural similarity within a particular geographic
region, to ensure a large enough response from regions where we
might have a smaller per-country number of respondents.

The survey design was completed and distributed electronically in
June, with the request to responders to please complete it and send it
back within 10 days of receipt. Responses starting coming in almost
immediately and, by the end of June, we had what we believed to be
statistically valid responses from a variety of the world’s major cultural
and geographic regions (Europe, North America, Latin America, Asia,
Africa, and the Middle East).

We spent most of July and August collating the data, integrating
some additional last-minute responses, and beginning the challenge of
organizing response patterns according to culture. For us, this was the
exciting part, for if we could find patterns of responses that were clear-
ly identifiable with what we knew to be typical orientations of the cul-
ture of the responders, this would support our hypothesis.
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The Linkage Challenge

The challenge of this undertaking,
of course, was to link specific
responses to known cultural orienta-
tions. While research in the cross-
cultural field has identified a variety
of different cultural orientations
around which cultures can differ
worldwide, we needed to prove a
link between specific responses and
these cultural orientations.

For example, if a responder chose to
answer the question, “who is best suit-
ed to get us out of the crisis?” by
selecting the answer “each individual
person on their own,” as opposed to
“everyone working together,” that
would strongly indicate a correspond-
ing cultural orientation to what inter-
culturalists call “individualism” (as
opposed to “collectivism”), one of the
major categories of cultural orientation
around the world. Not all responses
were as easy to link to a cultural orien-
tation but, surprising, many were.

As interculturalists, we also know
that a country’s actions—whether
creating and implementing social or
economic policy or making political
decisions—is mainly the result of the
confluence of all of its many cultural
orientations, not just one. Therefore,
we anticipated that while some of the
responses were clearly linkable to a
single cultural orientation, many of
the responses were the result of a
more subtle confluence of a number
of critical orientations.

Our final job then was to analyze
the linkages between responses and
cultural orientations and see if we
could identify patterns that were pre-
dictable based on what we know
about countries and cultures. If, for
example, most of the responders
from “individualist-oriented” cul-
tures were answering the previous

question with the “each individual



on their own” response, it would jus-
tify the generalization that such
responses were predictive of these
cultures. Further, we could then safe-
ly draw the bold conclusion that cer-
tain types of social and economic pol-
icy, as well as political action (in this
case, policies and decisions that pro-
mote individual responsibility for lift-
ing oneself out of the crisis), proba-
bly would be more acceptable, and
perhaps ultimately more successful, in
the individualist culture than other
possible interventions.

If, on the other hand, respondents
from these individualist cultures
mainly answered “everyone working
together” to this question, we would
not be able to support a link between
individual’s behaviors and their cul-
ture, or a conclusion about the best
possible policies and decisions to
implement for that country. We defi-
nitely were hoping for the former sit-
uation. And that’s just what we got...
mostly.

Throughout, we tried to create
questions that were engaging and rel-
evant to the issue: “Who got us into
this mess?” “What’s the best way to
get out of it?” “How did you first feel
when the crisis started?” “How are
you feeling now?” When attempting
to make the link between responses
to possible cultural orientations, we
found most of the responses were
linkable to the following acknowl-
edged intercultural categories, direct-
ly or in combination:

Individualism or group orienta-
tion (or consensus orientation):
describes the extent to which cultures
value either individual activity, initia-
tion, decision-making, and the like, or
group and consensus-driven action.

External control versus internal
control (or resistance to or accep-
tance of change): describes the

extent to which cultures believe in
“others” being in control of what
happens, destiny, and the like, or the
degree to which they believe they
have control over their own destiny
and the future.

Risk or uncertainty comfort or
discomfort: describes the extent to
which cultures are either comfortable
with risk, uncertainty, and ambiguity
versus the degree to which they may
put great effort into avoiding uncer-
tainty, reducing risk, and determin-
ing a clear process for getting to an
end result.

Time orientation: describes the
extent to which a culture values
actions that move things progressive-
ly and conclusively toward the future
versus valuing a “here and now” ori-
entation, where how we achieved
success in the past determines what
we do today.

Rules and systems orientation
versus situationist orientation:
describes the extent to which cultures
rely on rules, systems, and processes
versus the degree to which cultures
rely on the unique and particular
aspects of any given situation as the
overriding criteria for making deci-
sions and taking action.

Orientation toward hierarchy
and privilege versus orientation
toward egalitarianism: describes the
degree to which cultures confer and
demonstrate respect for role and
authority based on class, hierarchy,
race, gender, age, and the like versus
the degree to which such criteria are
subordinated to competency as the
overriding criteria for action.

Process-driven versus results-
driven: related in certain ways to
uncertainty avoidance and internal
control, this category describes the
extent to which cultures value creat-
ing a perfect process as a valid

method for achieving end results ver-
sus cultures that value determining
an end-result and then discovering
the most efficient and valuable ways
of getting there.

The Results
“When this economic cvisis first
1 o began, how did it make you feel?”

This multiple choice question pro-
vided answers from “very anxious” to
“somewhat worried” to “left it up to a
higher power.” The majority of
respondents were “somewhat worried”
when the crisis first began, but Latin
Americans and North Americans were
the most worried of all (71.43 percent
and 70.15 percent, respectively), with
all Africans/Middle Easterners
responding being “somewhat wor-
ried.” Of note, 80 percent who stated
when the crisis first began that their
response was to leave their fate “to a
higher power” were Asian.

“Which answer best describes
2 o the way you feel today about the
economic cvisis?”

Multiple choice answers mirrored
the first questions and, when asked
how they feel about the crisis today,
all respondents were generally more
“optimistic,” with every region
expressing greater optimism than
North America. Of note, 75 percent
of all people claiming to still feel
“very anxious” today were U.S. men.

“In what divection do you feel
3 o the economic situation is going?”

Multiple choice answers ranged
from “rapidly worsening” to “rapidly
improving” (both of which received
no measurable responses). While
most people across most cultures
believe the situation is generally
improving, Africans/Middle
Easterners and Latin Americans
believe so significantly (100 percent
and 71.43 percent, respectively).
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“How do you feel about the eco-
4 o nomic cvisis as it affects your
home country?”

Out of the Europeans who state
they are “very pessimistic” about the
crisis as it affects their home country,
75 percent were British. Europeans
and North Americans were “fairly pes-
simistic” about the crisis affecting their
own country, while Latin Americans,
Asians, and Middle Easterners/
Africans were significantly more posi-
tive.

“When do you believe the global
5 o economic cvisis will be over?”

Multiple choice responses ranged
from “less than 1 year” to “7+
years.” When asked when they
thought the crisis would be over, the
only respondents who chose “more
than 7 years” were North Americans.

“Who do you believe is most
6 o vesponsible for the global eco-
nomic crisis?”

Multiple choice answers ranged
from “multinational companies
(MNGCs)” and “governments” to
“individuals” and “fate /destiny/
higher power.” When asked who was
most responsible for the crisis, the
only respondents who chose
“MNCs” were Latin Americans. The
only respondents who chose “fate /
destiny/a higher power” were Asians.

“Who do you believe is the best
7 o choice for getting the wovld out
of the crisis?”

Multiple choice answers mirrored
the same choices as in the previous
question.

The majority of respondents chose
“governments,” although Latin
Americans and Middle Easterners/
Africans almost equally chose “indi-
viduals” (almost twice as much as
Europeans), and 75 percent who
chose “fate /destiny /higher power”
were women (Asian).
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“Please check the box that most
8 o closely veflects how you feel
about the following possible govern-
ment interventions designed to alle-
viate the economic cvisis:”

Possible responses were:

A. Non-conditional business
bailouts (no strings attached).

B. Conditional bailouts (fully
accountable).

C. Nationalization of private com-
panies by governments.

D. Increase everyone’s taxes to pay
for government bailouts of private
companies.

E. Criminal investigation and pros-
ecution of individuals and businesses
associates with causing the crisis.

Overall, most people “agree” with
conditional bailouts (bailouts should
only be given with strings attached)
and “disagree” with non-conditional
bailouts. The group to mostly “dis-
agree” with conditional bailouts was
Latin Americans. The group to most-
ly “agree” with conditional bailouts
was Asian (50 percent of the respon-
dents being from Asia). Almost all
North Americans and Europeans
wanted conditions.

Seventy percent of all respondents
who “strongly disagree” with nation-
alization of private companies by
governments are U.S.; although
overall most people disagree with
nationalization, the group that most
“strongly agreed” with nationaliza-
tion were Asian; Europeans were the
largest group to choose “agree.”

Most people are “against increas-
ing taxes to pay for government
bailouts of private companies;” it is
interesting to note that 100 percent
of all Latin American and Middle
Eastern /African respondents chose
“strongly disagree.”

Overall, most respondents endorse
the criminal investigation and prose-

cution of those associated with caus-
ing the crisis. The only respondents
to choose “strongly disagree”
(against prosecution) were North
Americans and Europeans. The
group most in favor of investigation
and prosecution are Asians.

“Which answer do you believe
9 o most veflects the best way to end
this crisis?”

Of note, Latin Americans over-
whelmingly chose “government must
create more work opportunities.”

“Individuals can best
1 O o survive the cvisis by....”

When asked how individuals can
best survive the crisis, Europeans
were the largest group to choose,
“depend on family and friends,”
Asians and Latin Americans were the
largest groups to choose, “rely on
government.” The only groups to
choose “rely on employers” were
North Americans and Europeans,
with North Americans mainly choos-
ing, “take charge of your own des-
tiny.”

11

to downsize duving the crisis?”
When asked what is the best way
for companies to downsize during

“What do you feel is
o the best way for companies

the crisis, more than 60 percent who
chose “lay off workers based on indi-
vidual performance” were North
American. Latin Americans and
Asians were more in favor of “lower-
ing salaries of all.” Europeans and
Middle Easterners/Africans were
torn between “lowering salaries of
all” and “selective salary freezes.”

1 2 “While enduring the cvisis,
o Iwill.....”

North Americans, Europeans, and
Asians all were overwhelming in their
choice that while enduring the crisis
they would “learn a new skill,” no
Middle Easterners or Africans chose



this; instead, they chose, “spending
time with family and friends” and
“find continuing education.”

Connecting the Cultural Dots

Looking at the data, we were
struck by two major trends: first, we
were pleased to see that the data, in
the main, supported our hypothesis
that responses were tied critically to
cultural orientation and, second, in
those few cases where responses
veered away from what the cultural
orientation would seem to predict, it
was, for the most part, consistently
what we came to call a “crash
impact” response; that is, any varia-
tion from culturally predictable
responses occurred mainly in those
cultures where the effect of the crash
was so powerful that it simply blew
any and all other possible determin-
ing factors—including culture—
away.

For example, it was a surprise to us
that the United States, a significantly
“individualist” culture, scored so
high in support for government
intervention to get us out of the cri-
sis while, on almost every other mea-
sure, responses from the country sup-
ported the U.S. individualist cultural
orientation. We attributed the
response supporting the counter-
intuitive government intervention to
a crash impact response, given that
the crisis had the most profound and
immediate effect on the U.S. econo-
my, and that the U.S. government
was so deeply involved in the crisis as
soon as it was identified.

Starting with the questions
regarding attitudes toward when the
crisis first began and now, it was not
surprising to find that those cultures
responding on the “more anxious”
side also were mainly cultures that
have high risk-aversion and a

stronger belief in external control.
Cultures responding with “less anx-
ious” or even “optimistic” were in
the main cultures that had a higher
tolerance for ambiguity and uncer-
tainty and a stronger belief in inter-
nal control over events. It is interest-
ing to note that certain age and gen-
der groups in certain risk-comfort-
able and internal control-focused
cultures (we did ask respondents to
identify themselves, in addition to
their culture, by age and gender

for deeper analysis) scored high

on “external control” and risk-
avoidance, and we attribute that to
the challenging perception for this
group that events that would affect
them negatively were occurring that
they could not control, an uncom-
mon situation for previously privi-
leged groups. This sense of lost priv-
ilege and the ability to control previ-
ously controllable events revealed
itself again in questions regarding
when respondents felt the crisis
would be over.

When asked about who was
responsible for the crisis, cultures that
typically would attribute individual
responsibility and a sense of control
over events unsurprisingly scored
high on individuals (Atypically, the
U.S. response indicated a clear ten-
dency to blame banks and financial
institutions, which we attribute to a
crash impact response, the failure of
the U.S. banking system being the
primary cause of the crisis.). Cultures
that diffuse responsibility among
many typically scored high on institu-
tions (governments, MNCs, and the
like), and those cultures with a strong
sense of external control also re-
sponded with “fate /higher power.”

When it came to questions about
who could best get us out of the
mess, cultures generally lined up uni-

formly behind some kind of govern-
ment intervention; however, the type
of intervention often was in line with
the cultural orientation around indi-
vidualism versus collectivism: individ-
ualist cultures chose responses that
considered individual actions and
conditions as a primary criteria, while
collectivist cultures chose responses
that required all to sacrifice for all.
Interestingly, Asians scored the high-
est in approving of non-conditional
bailouts (no strings attached), which
we saw as a cultural statement on the
importance of diffusing responsibility
in collectivist oriented cultures
(shame being more a more important
motivator than guilt). Again, individ-
ualist North American responses were
strongly against nationalization, while
more collectivist European cultures
were strongly for nationalization.

When it came to increasing taxes
to pay for bailouts, North American
individualist cultures supported indi-
vidualist responsibility (more income,
more tax; less income, less tax), while
more government-oriented (collec-
tivist) European cultures more uni-
formly supported increased taxes for
everyone. Interestingly, both Latin
American and African/Middle
Eastern cultures resisted the idea of
government intervention in most
forms as a solution, reflecting, we
believe, these culture’s historical and
deep distrust of the effectiveness of
government solutions to social and
political problems.

While on the one hand, the collec-
tivist cultures of Latin America, Africa,
and the Middle East expect uniform
sacrifice by all for the good of society,
and express an ideal wish for govern-
ment to solve the problem, they do
not on the whole believe that govern-
ment intervention can in fact solve the
problem, or effect the required group
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What Do You Think?

A re our responses to the current global economic crisis “just
the latest major example of the “culture-drives-behavior”

phenomenon?” Join the co-author of this article, Dean Foster, as
he continues this conversation from print to the web in the
Worldwide ERC® online Global Workforce Mobility All Members
Forum. To read Foster’s February 1 post and to post your own
questions, comments, and feedback about this topic, click on the
“"Communities” link at the top of the Worldwide ERC® home-
page, www.WorldwideERC.org, and then select the Global
Workforce Mobility All Members Forum.

And, while you're online, you can see the full charted respons-
es to the 12 questions asked by Barile and Foster in their crisis

response survey here:

www.WorldwideERC.org/Resources/MOBILITYarticles/Pages/

0210-Foster.aspx.

sacrifice (traditionally, such collective
action in these cultures occurs
through non-governmental institu-
tions, such as the church, family, and
non-government-sponsored political
action, i.e., resistance).

When we asked the question about
how individuals planned to best sur-
vive the crisis, the responses revolved
mainly around the cultural orientation
toward individualism versus collec-
tivism (take charge of my own destiny,
or rely on institutions and others—
including a higher power—to do so).
For example, Latin Americans and
Asians chose “depending on govern-
ment action” and “relying on family
and friends,” while North Americans
chose “take charge of your own des-
tiny” consistently.

When asked about the best way
for companies to downsize in
response to the crisis, the responses
were very clear and revolved around
a number of cultural orientations,
including individualism versus
collectivism, and rules/systems/
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processes versus subjective/
particularist/situationalist action.
Latin Americans, for example, were
more in favor of “lowering salaries
for all,” while North Americans were
more in favor of “company-wide
salary freeze” and “layoff workers
based on individual performance.”

Finally, when asked about what
they will do while enduring the crisis,
responses were clearly in line with
their country’s cultural orientation:
Middle Easterners and Latin Amer-
icans scored the highest on “spend-
ing more time with family and
friends,” with Latin Americans scor-
ing the highest on “secking spiritual
guidance;” Europeans scored the
highest on “learn a new skill or
hobby,” with North Americans and
Latin Americans eager to find “a new
job” (indicating to us a high level of
distrust in relying on existing con-
tacts and institutions, and a willing-
ness, inherent in both cultural sets,
to try new things and creatively solve
problems).

Some Major Conclusions

Beyond the inherent fascination
with the responses, we were pleased to
see that there were direct correlations
between the cultural orientations
inherent in the questions and answers
and the responses from the different
cultures being surveyed. We believe
that the study supports our initial
hypothesis that the variety of respons-
es to the economic crisis are clearly
rooted in the cultural orientations of
the individuals responding. As the
data shows, most of the time, respon-
ders from any one particular country
overwhelmingly chose answers that
were in sync with the cultural orienta-
tions of their country. In addition:

e Different responders (and subse-
quently the countries they represent-
ed) provided very different responses
to the same questions, each mainly in
synch with their own respective cul-
tural orientations.

e Individual responses were in the
main predictive of the country from
which they came.

e Some countries were affected by
the crisis more severely than others,
and the perceived severity is reflected
in the responses from individuals of
those countries (this might have a
mitigating affect on culture being the
overriding driver behind the
response; the “crash response”).

e A nation’s social, economic, and
political response to the crisis can,
therefore, be anticipated based on
their cultural orientations.

e Social, economic, and political
interventions, designed to ameliorate
the crisis, need to be created and
applied differently in different cul-
tures, based on the cultural orienta-
tions of those countries.

e Drilling down into the data, we
also can draw some interesting con-
clusions regarding differences



between gender and generation to
the questions that, going beyond
culture, do support known gender
and generational orientations.
Editor’s note: Dean Foster’s
upcoming book, “The Culture
Prophecy,” makes the case that culture
often is the overlooked indicator as to
the actions of individuals, organiza-
tions, and nations. All too often, we
look for explanations for an individu-
al’s behavior, an organization’s strate-
A, or a nation’s political decisions, in
an economic or political analysis of the
event. “The Culture Prophecy” makes
the case that the veal reason for these

behaviors is deeper, embedded in the
cultural DNA of an individual, orga-
nization, or nation, and that econom-
ic, social, and political decisions are, in
[fact, the result, and not the source, of
cultural ovientations. If we analyze
any issue, whether it is an individual’s
behavior, a business’ strategy, or a
nation’s actions, from a cultural per-
spective as opposed to merely an eco-
nomic or political one, we have a whole
new tool for understanding—and
anticipating—the behaviors and deci-
sions of individuals, businesses, and
nations. The book looks at & number of
examples, ranging from popular cul-

ture, business love, and the wovld’s
headlines, to support the iden of “cul-
tural analysis” as o fundamental pre-
dictor of behavior, and the results dis-
covered through the study of cultural
responses to the world economic crisis of
2009 goes far in supporting Foster and
Barile’s belief in the prophetic power of
culture. M

Dean Foster is president of DFA Intercultural
Global Solutions, Brooklyn, NY. He can be
reached at +1 718 287 9890 or e-mail
dean@deanfosterassociates.com.

Nicole Barile, GMS, is director of program
development for DFA Intercultural Global
Solutions, Brooklyn, NY. She can be reached
at +1 718 287 9890 or e-mail
nicole@deanfosterassociates.com.

S 3
.

MOBILITY /FEBRUARY 2010 37



