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Globalization is reshaping our modes of  
thinking and ways of  behaving and foster-
ing cultural change in societies. While some 
scholars (cf. Harrison, 2006; Harrison and 
Huntington, 2000) may argue over a ‘clash 
of  cultures’, it seems just as relevant to focus 
on the ways in which cultures may learn from 
each other, even inspire each other where 
the beauty of  cultural differences and cultur-
al collisions is applauded (Fang, in press; 
Soderberg and Holden, 2002). At the same 
time, some scholars argue that a world cul-
ture (Lechner and Boli, 2005) or global cul-
ture (Arnett, 2002; Bird and Stevens, 2003) is 
emerging and that it threatens the existence 
of  national cultures.

This special section on ‘Cross Cultural 
Management in the Age of  Globalization’ 
aims at providing a forum to examine what 
globalization means for cross cultural man-
agement with a special focus on the evolution 

of  our understanding of  national culture and 
cultural change. We attempt to avoid a sim-
plistic and sweeping ‘either-or’ debate over 
convergence vs. divergence. Instead, we give 
importance to understanding the paradoxi-
cal and evolving conceptualizations of  cul-
tures and their implications for cross cultural 
 management theory and practice.

To put the discussion into perspective, it is 
useful to consider the changing trends in the 
cultural research pantheon. In the 19th cen-
tury, Sir Francis Galton first introduced the 
problem of  cultural group independence in 
his work on correlation. He noted that cultural 
groups could not be considered truly independ-
ent from one another because the processes 
of  cultural transfusion created relationships 
that cannot be easily disentangled (Lindridge, 
2005). Consequently, research came to focus 
on cultures in toto with few attempts to make 
substantive comparisons across cultures.
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In the 1950s cultural change was already 
attracting scholarly attention, and ‘cultural 
ecology’, where culture is conceptualized as 
a phenomenon evolved in response to natural 
environment, emerged as a promising area 
of  research in anthropology (Steward, 1955). 
In the 1970s cultural research underwent 
 vigorous theoretical development in anthro-
pology, with critics calling for ‘thick descrip-
tion’ of  culture to be anchored in the context 
of  social life (Geertz, 1973). Keesing (1974) 
distinguished between the ecological theory 
of  culture (cultures seen as adaptive systems) 
and the ideational theory of  culture (cultures 
seen as cognitive, structural and symbolic 
systems). At the same time, the call went out 
for efforts to tackle the complex phenomenon 
of  culture by ‘cutting . . . the culture concept 
down to size . . . [into] a narrowed, special-
ized, and . . . theoretically more powerful 
concept’ (Geertz, 1973: 4).

In 1980 Geert Hofstede published Culture’s 
Consequences and established a fundamental 
shift in how culture would be viewed, thereby 
ushering in an explosion of  empirical investi-
gations into cultural variation. Hofstede’s 
impact was at least fourfold: 1) he successfully 
narrowed the concept of  culture down into 
simple and measurable components by adopt-
ing nation-state/national culture as the basic 
unit of  analysis; 2) he established cultural 
 values as a central force in shaping manageri-
al behavior; 3) he helped sharpen our aware-
ness of  cultural differences; and 4) his notion 
of  cultural value frameworks was adopted by 
others involved in large scale studies, e.g. the 
GLOBE project (Chokar et al., 2007). The 
impact of  Hofstede’s paradigm is reflected 
in his second edition of  Culture’s Consequences 
(2001), which identified over 1900 studies 
based on the original volume.

With increasing globalization, however, 
Galton’s problem emerged once again. When 
it is possible to listen to Portugese fado music 
while dining in a Cuban-Chinese fusion 
restaurant in New York City and discuss 
the impact of  J-pop clothing styles on Paris 

 couture fashion design, maybe it is time to 
stop, reflect and explore the ways we think 
about culture. Bird and Stevens (2003) sug-
gested that in a global context it may be irrel-
evant to talk in terms of  national cultures. 
While well known critiques exist concerning 
the use of  nation-states as the basic unit of  
analysis (e.g. McSweeney, 2002; Soderberg 
and Holden, 2002), we intend to adopt a 
less radical stance here, preferring instead to 
consider more expansive conceptualizations 
of  culture and its impact.

To better understand the workings of  cul-
ture in today’s borderless and wireless cross 
cultural management environment, Fang 
(2003, 2005–2006) introduced the Oriental 
philosophy of  Yin Yang to cross cultural 
theory building and crafted an ‘ocean’ meta-
phor of  culture as an alternative metaphor 
to Hofstede’s ‘onion’ metaphor of  culture. 
Culture is perceived as having a life of  its own 
full of  paradox and change in a dialectical 
movement. Based on the Yin Yang philoso-
phy, Fang (2005–2006: 77–78) proposed that 
opposite values (symbolized, for example, as 
‘+Vi’ and ‘–Vi’) can coexist within the same 
culture and society and argued that ‘human 
beings, organizations, and cultures intrinsic-
ally embrace paradoxes for their sheer exist-
ence and healthy development’.

It seems that globalization has given rise 
to a paradoxical movement of  cultures. On 
the one hand, emergent global cultures tran-
scend national boundaries and cultures. On 
the other hand, the synchronizing power of  
the Internet and wireless digital technolo-
gies provide local companies and indigenous 
cultural values with unprecedented global 
exposure. Two broad constructs seem to 
have been driving the paradoxical movement 
of  cultures: (1) cultural ecology with uniquely 
embedded local political institutions, climate, 
language, traditions and customs; and (2) 
cultural learning of  values and practices as 
a consequence of  cultural clashes in the 
marketplace and cyberspace of  globaliza-
tion, foreign direct investment (FDI), and 
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the Internet. Cultural ecology contributes 
to containing cultures, making them a spe-
cial, idiosyncratic and unique phenomenon; 
whereas cultural learning contributes to 
opening cultures, pushing them towards a 
common, non-idiosyncratic and globally 
interwoven phenomenon. Moreover, cultural 
ecology is not without dynamic implications. 
Global warming matters: the current debates 
on ecological challenges in terms of  global 
warming and sustainable human develop-
ment are reshaping the way we value our 
management and our life in general. Cultural 
learning can also give rise to the renewed 
meanings of  indigenous components in local 
ecological settings. As such, cultural ecology 
and cultural learning integrate with each 
other and coexist within each other to shape 
a dynamic identity of  cultures.

With this idea in mind, we sought submis-
sions for this special section that would push 
cross cultural management scholars to consid-
er fresh ways of  thinking about and studying 
the influence of  culture on management in 
the age of  globalization. The three articles in 
this section do just that. They depart from the 
most commonly accepted approaches used in 
studying culture in managerial contexts.

The first article by Tipton emphasizes 
change in national identities and cultures. It 
critiques the static typologies of  culture advo-
cated by Geert Hofstede and attaches impor-
tance to contextual and temporal factors in 
the study of  national culture. It argues that 
because of  the Internet and mobile phones, 
common interests, common meanings, com-
mon values and common culture can be 
 created among people of  different cultures. 
The article brings to light two considera-
tions that have either been left unstudied 
or ignored. The first is that values, though 
important, represent just one aspect of  cul-
ture. He notes that there are other aspects of  
culture, namely identity, that are also deserv-
ing of  attention. The notion that culture is 
inextricably linked to individual identity has 
been acknowledged and closely studied (cf. 

Erez and Earley, 1993). What has not been 
addressed is the linkage between culture and 
national identity. The second consideration 
he focuses on is how governments or politi-
cal leaders are keen on, and capable of, engi-
neering national cultures to a great extent 
even in the process of  globalization. Tipton 
analyzes the development of  national iden-
tity – linking it closely to national culture – in 
Germany, Japan and the United States and 
demonstrates that this was part of  a con-
scious, concerted effort.

The possibility of  engineering national 
identity or culture opens up a host of  issues 
that global companies have tended to shy away 
from due to a belief  that corporations should 
avoid, to the extent possible, disturbing the 
natural order of  cultural systems. Growing 
out of  the darker side of  multinational busi-
ness expansion in the immediate post-World 
War II period and extending into the 1970s, 
this view has remained dominant as we move 
forward in the 21st century. Tipton’s article 
re-opens debate on this question. At the same 
time, it also draws attention to the likelihood 
that nation states are not passive partici-
pants in the globalization process, but rather 
may well be consciously engaged in ongoing 
efforts at shaping emergent national identi-
ties. If  that is the case, global managers need 
to display greater awareness of, and sensitiv-
ity to, governmental visions and actions.

The second article, by Chevrier, contin-
ues with the political perspective. She argues 
that national culture is meaningful even in the 
global economic context. But national culture 
is defined not in terms of  ‘shared values’ 
but in terms of  ‘national political culture’. 
Taking Switzerland as an example, Chevrier 
shows how people in a culturally heterogene-
ous society may achieve workable national 
norms by eliciting agreements cross-culturally 
but intra-nationally, thereby demonstrating 
how people should function within a multi-
cultural society and within a multicultural 
organization. If  nation-state is perceived as a 
large organization, Chevrier’s argument, in a 
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sense, may be interpreted as lending support 
to Hofstede and colleagues’ (Hofstede et al., 
1990) observation that employees in multi-
national organizations need not agree upon 
or change their values, they need only agree 
upon their work practices. In a similar fash-
ion, citizens of  a nation need not necessarily 
come to agreement on shared values, provided 
they can reach agreement on the ‘citizenship 
practices’ that will allow a pluralistic society to 
function smoothly. Chevrier’s article reminds 
us of  an important perspective of  culture 
from anthropology, that is, seeing culture as 
a set of  practices (Bourdieu, 1977). In an age 
of  increasing globalization and anticipated 
clashes of  culture the article inspires us to give 
importance to politically-driven practices by 
which managers in global firms can not only 
lead their multicultural units to more effective 
performance, but also engage local cultures 
and sub-cultures in efforts to foster a new type 
of  citizenship behavior.

The third article by Van de Vliert, Ein-
arsen, Euwema and Janssen invites us to 
return to the origins of  anthropological 
 perspectives of  culture and recognize the 
consequences of  ecology in shaping com-
munal answers to fundamental questions of  
life and societal organizing. They argue that, 
though the economic system may be more 
globalized, the impact of  the environment 
– particularly climate – cannot be ignored or 
marginalized. Environment makes a differ-
ence in thinking and behavior, and it cannot 
be escaped. The article implies that even in 
the age of  globalization where borderless 
and wireless knowledge transfer and cultural 
learning are taking place, there is a chance 
that unique features of  each nation-state and 
each national culture will remain due to the 
ecological limits to globalization. This view 
of  culture and globalization opens up debates 
on how to design and implement strategies 
based on an understanding of  the dynamic 
interplay between cultural ecology and cul-
tural learning in globalization.

As a whole, the three selected articles both 

remind us and also offer fresh perspectives of  
the contextual nature of  culture. In doing so, 
they respond to a call for more sophisticated 
understandings of  culture (Osland and Bird, 
2000) that are generative of  better theory-
building and more appropriate to an age of  
globalization.

These articles also help to stimulate new 
questions, for example: Is the return to con-
ceptualizing culture in terms of  politics or 
practice and away from the overwhelming 
emphasis on values the only way out towards 
better understanding of  cultural change in 
the increasingly pluralistic societies of  the 
21st century? Hong and colleagues (Hong et 
al., 2000) have argued that the rise of  people 
who are ‘frame switching’ – shifting cultural 
filters and behaviors as they are crossing 
back and forth between two or more cultures 
– may also influence cultural change within 
cultures. It is reasonable to ask how they 
might relate to the sort of  cultural develop-
ment that Tipton and Chevrier both address. 
In a related vein, several authors have called 
for more attention to be devoted to cultural 
paradox (Fang, 2005–2006; Osland and 
Bird, 2000), that is, paradoxical values and 
behavioral orientations coexisting within one 
and the same culture. How might paradox 
and attempts to resolve it reflect and lead to 
 cultural change?

The intent of  this special section was not 
to answer old questions, but to ask new ones. 
To that end, the three articles herein repre-
sent a healthy start to a new conversation. We 
now ask you, the reader, to join in and carry 
the conversation forward.
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