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The Culture Spectrum in Action:  
Adapting to Behavior in the Workplace  

Cross-cultural workplaces can be confusing.  
But they don’t need to be! 
The simple model below highlights eight pairs of contrasting behaviors, helping 
you navigate any global workplace. Think of each pair as forming a spectrum. 
People and cultures can sit anywhere between the two types. Analyze your 
colleagues and yourself to identify gaps, similarities and ways to work more 
effectively. Dive in! 
 

Direct 
Clarity and efficiency  

are top priorities 

Indirect 
Non-verbal cues are important,  
conflict is avoided 

COMMUNICATION 
How people express 
themselves &  
describe goals 

Expressive 
Displays of enthusiasm  

are common, casual  
communication is normal 

Reserved 
Emotional self-control is respected, 
personal and professional selves  
are separated 

Individualistic 
Personal progress,  

individual identity and  
achievement are key 

Group-oriented 
Identity is formed in relation  
to groups, communities  
and teams 

RELATIONSHIPS 
How people define 
status & relate in 
groups  

Egalitarian 
Although hierarchies exist, an 
atmosphere of inclusivity and 

equality is nurtured 

Hierarchical 
Status and hierarchy are  
respected and observed 

Task-based 
Goals and outcomes are the  

focus, relationships are secondary 

Relationship-based 
Personal connections often  
take priority over productivity 

PRODUCTIVITY 
How work 
is managed &  
carried out 

Monochronic  
Time is limited, schedules  

must be followed and  
punctuality is expected 

Polychronic  
Relationships are prioritized over 
schedules, multitasking is normal, 
punctuality isn’t essential 

Risk tolerance  
Innovation is valued, risk is  

seen as a positive, ambiguity is 
expected, flexibility is required 

Certainty 
Stability is valued, rules and  
procedures are followed,  
traditions are honored 

BELIEFS 
How worldview impacts 
the workplace 

Non-spiritual  
Work and spiritual beliefs  

are separated, religion isn’t  
discussed in the workplace 

Spiritual 
Religion is central to day-to-day  
life, normal to display religiosity 
in the workplace 
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COMMUNICATION How people express themselves & describe goals. 

Direct Indirect 

Clarity and efficiency are  
top priorities 

Conflict is avoided, non-verbal cues  
and context are important 

Within direct cultures, communication is clear and 
concise, leaving little room for interpretation.  f 

In cultures that prioritize direct communication, the 
objective is to resolve issues quickly and efficiently 
without emotion. In these cultures it’s normal to “tell 
it like it is” rather than give extensive context. 
Disagreement is usually not seen as a threat and 
critical feedback is offered quite openly. The written 
word is also emphasized, so business decisions are 
generally confirmed in writing, even if a verbal 
agreement has been reached. 

Indirect cultures prioritize diplomacy,  
relationship-building and the process  
of reading between the lines. 

Ingratiation, non-verbal communication (like facial 
expressions and gestures) and contextualization are 
important in these cultures. Goals and outcomes may 
be stated loosely. “Saving face” is imperative, which 
means that open disagreement and direct criticism 
are considered rude and generally avoided. For direct 
communicators, this type of communication can 
sometimes feel slow or vague. 

 

 
 

DRAFT: UPDATED LIST COMING SOON 
Germany US, France, Algeria,  
Spain, lsfl, sadlfjs l sldfjs lldsjl k 
US, Canada, Algeria, USA, 
France, Algeria, 

UK, Brazil, China, Mexico, US,  
France, Mexico, Algeria, US, 
France, Algeria, US, France, 

Algeria, US,  
France, Algeria, 

India, South Africa,  
Japan, Saudi Arabia US, France, 

Algeria, US, France, Algeria 

Left Spectrum Middle Spectrum   Right Spectrum 

 Countries appear in the order they appear on the behavior scale (from Germany to Algeria).  
 

KEY TAKEAWAY:  

North Americans are direct 
communicators. When traveling to 
more indirect cultures, we usually need 
to focus on developing patience and a 
softer approach to resolving business 
issues. Recognize that forthright 
questions and feedback can be jarring 
to indirect cultures, as can the “time is 
money” approach. Always consider the 
personalities involved the issue, and 
tread lightly. Diplomacy should be the 
driving force. Try to express any 
disagreement in subtler ways and 
provide lots of context when putting 
forth a discussion point or decision.   

 

Claudia interned in Germany.  
A young engineer from Miami, Claudia was keen to gain 
experience interning in Bonn, Germany. At first, she thought 
she might be failing in her position, since her manager only 
seemed to give occasional negative feedback. Slowly she 
began to realize that this was simply the more direct German 
communication style she’d heard about. Whereas in the US, 
it’s normal to “soften the blow” of critical feedback with praise, 
in Germany this isn’t considered necessary. It’s normal to 
receive feedback about areas for improvement and less 
common to be praised for good work. After realizing this, 
Claudia felt more confident and simply targeted areas for 
improvement without worrying. 

 

SEE HOW COUNTRIES MEASURE UP ON THE SPECTRUM 

Adaptation Success Story! 

Direct Indirect 
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COMMUNICATION How people express themselves & describe goals 

Expressive Reserved 

Displays of enthusiasm and displeasure are 
common, casual communication is normal 

Emotional self-control is respected, 
personal and professional selves are 
separated 

Within expressive cultures, it’s not uncommon  
to express emotion in the workplace.  
Celebrating success or expressing disappointment 
demonstrates one’s passion for the work. 

Demonstrating visible enthusiasm or apprehension 
conveys that you’re fully invested in a given project. 
In these cultures, it’s not unusual to share some of 
your personality or a few details about your private 
life with colleagues.  

Within reserved cultures, the qualities of self-control 
and modesty are highly valued. Displays of emotion 
are uncommon and people keep their professional 
and private selves divided. 

In these cultures, people are generally more 
guarded and less emotional in public and at work. 
There are defined boundaries between professional 
and personal selves. It’s unusual to share personal 
details with colleagues and managers. 

 

  

DRAFT: UPDATED LIST COMING SOON 
Spain, Greece, Ireland, Brazil, 
Oman, Colombia, Costa Rica, 
Mexico, USA 

Canada, Australia, Japan, Ghana, 
Nigeria, France, Austria, Poland, 

Russia, 

Sweden, Norway, Switzerland, 
China, Vietnam, South Korea, 

Ethiopia, South Africa 

Left Spectrum Middle Spectrum   Right Spectrum 

 Countries appear in the order they appear on the behavior scale (from Spain to South Africa).  
 

KEY TAKEAWAY:  

North Americans are frequently expressive and 
enthusiastic communicators. When traveling 
abroad as a North American, you will often be 
immersed in more reserved cultures than your 
own. In these countries, be aware that your 
enthusiasm may be perceived as unprofessional. 
For example, in the UK and many Northern 
European countries, as well as many Asian 
nations, being overly expressive in a workplace 
environment would be considered unusual. 
Meanwhile, a North American might find a Latin 
American workplace to be vibrant and expressive 
(both positively and negatively) in comparison to 
their home. There’s lots of variety, so stay 
observant and take your lead from colleagues.   

For more key insights on the Expressive vs. Reserved behavior scale, check out 
Navigating Peach & Coconut Cultures.

Eddie worked in Japan.  
While working in a Tokyo tech firm for the summer, 
he tried to engage colleagues in casual conversation, 
asking about their personal lives and making the 
occasional joke. The local workers were polite in 
return, but didn’t engage and occasionally seemed 
uncomfortable. Coming from a US workplace, where 
“water cooler talk” is normal, Eddie was initially 
surprised, but soon realized that being casual and 
social in the workplace is considered unprofessional 
in Japan. He focused on productivity in the 
workplace and had social chats out of the office — 
this worked like a charm! 

 

SEE HOW COUNTRIES MEASURE UP ON THE SPECTRUM 

BONUS 
RESOURCE: 

Expressive Reserved 

Adaptation Success Story! 

https://s3.amazonaws.com/file.myworldabroad.com/QuickGuides/Peach-and-Coconut.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/file.myworldabroad.com/QuickGuides/Peach-and-Coconut.pdf
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RELATIONSHIPS How people define status & relate in groups 

Individualistic Group-oriented 

Personal progress, individual action and 
achievement are key 

Fitting in, building relationships and 
supporting the group are key 

Individuality is prioritized over community. 
Success in the workplace is closely tied to the 
idea of personal progress. 

Here, independent identity and personal 
achievement are the main measure of success. 
These cultures believe in the notion of the “self-
made man”, the power of individual action and the 
importance of competition. While workers in these 
cultures are expected to be team players, they 
must also be self-reliant and independently 
productive in order to succeed.f 

 

In group-oriented societies, the Individuals see 
their main roll as building harmony within the 
group and they adjust their position to meet the 
expectation their managers and team. 

Here, a sense of belonging is crucial and the 
social rules tend to promote selflessness, 
prioritizing family and community. Individual 
pursuits take a back seat to communal goals and, 
as a result, conformity is generally expected. In 
group-oriented work environments, your team is 
your identity and accomplishments are 
communal. 

 

  

DRAFT: UPDATED LIST COMING SOON 
Germany US, France, Algeria,  
Spain, lsfl, sadlfjs l sldfjs lldsjl k 
US, Algeria, US, France, Algeria, 

UK, Brazil, China, Mexico, US,  
France, Algeria, US, France, 

Algeria, US, France, Algeria, US,  
France, Algeria, 

India, South Africa,  
Japan, Saudi Arabia US, France, 

Algeria, US, France, Algeria 

Left Spectrum Middle Spectrum   Right Spectrum 

 Countries appear in the order they appear on the behavior scale (from Germany to Algeria).  
 

KEY TAKEAWAY:  

North Americans are individualistic 
and achievement-oriented. When 
traveling or working in a more 
community-focused culture, steer 
clear of self-promotion and try to stay 
focused on building relationships and 
conforming to the group dynamic, 
working as part of a larger team, 
moving towards community goals. In 
these cultures, it may be less common 
for entry-level workers to speak up 
and provide feedback or project ideas. 
Observe how others behave and err 
on the side of conformity.   

 
 

Mateo worked in Indonesia.  
Coming from Oregon, he was accustomed to focusing 
on individual achievement and was confident making 
his voice heard in work meetings. When he undertook 
an engineering placement in group-oriented 
Indonesia, he soon realized that host country 
employees had strong respect for the in-built 
hierarchy and focused on nurturing relationships and 
teamwork. Successes were shared rather than 
claimed by individuals. At first, Mateo’s North 
American ego took a hit but, ultimately, he adapted 
and focused on building relationships and getting 
team buy-in to solve problems. 

 

SEE HOW COUNTRIES MEASURE UP ON THE SPECTRUM 

Adaptation Success Story! 

Individualistic Group-oriented 
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RELATIONSHIPS How people define status & relate in groups 

Egalitarian Hierarchical 

Although hierarchies exist, an atmosphere  
of inclusivity and equality is nurtured 

Status and hierarchy are  
respected and observed 

In egalitarian cultures, it's normal to engage in casual 
conversation among the ranks. Such cultures are 
generally meritocratic, focusing on inclusivity and 
equality. 

Here, it’s common for workers (and even managers) 
to be on a first-name basis. Casual “water cooler talk” 
is standard, even between workers of different levels 
of status. Entry-level and junior workers generally feel 
comfortable taking initiative and providing feedback to 
higher-ups. Leaders are cautious about wielding 
power in a heavy-handed way, opting for equality. 

In hierarchical cultures, workplaces are formal. Power 
structures are in place and authority is respected.  

Here, workers refer to managers by their last name or 
professional title. Formal greeting rituals are adhered 
to and it may even be common to avoid interacting 
with higher ranks. Casual chat rarely takes place and 
is always initiated by the higher-ranking officials. 
Decisions are also taken by higher-ranking officials, 
with input from entry-level workers rarely being 
expected. In such cultures, leaders and elders in 
families are respected and treated with reverence. 

 

 
 

DRAFT: UPDATED LIST COMING SOON 
Germany US, France, Algeria,  
Spain, lsfl, sadlfjs l sldfjs lldsjl k 
US, Algeria, US, France, Algeria, 

UK, Brazil, China, Mexico, US,  
France, Algeria, US, France, 

Algeria, US, France, Algeria, US,  
France, Algeria, 

India, South Africa,  
Japan, Saudi Arabia US, France, 

Algeria, US, France, Algeria 

Left Spectrum Middle Spectrum   Right Spectrum 

 Countries appear in the order they appear on the behavior scale (from Germany to Algeria).  
 

KEY TAKEAWAY:  

North American culture is generally 
egalitarian, promoting the values of 
equality and equanimity. When traveling, 
it may feel uncomfortable when you see 
hierarchical structures in action abroad; 
but it’s important to recognize and 
respect alternative approaches. When in 
doubt, err on the side of formality and 
assume that the hierarchy of your host 
company matters. Do your research! 
Before starting your work, get a sense of 
how your host culture operates. North 
Americans in particular are known to 
disrespect local hierarchies abroad and 
often cause disruption by insisting on 
equality and egalitarianism even when it 
is inappropriate, unwelcome or 
embarrassing to do so. 

 

Jean-Marc worked in the DCR.  
He was tasked with managing a small office of 25 employees for 
the UNHCR, and he was determined to build friendly relations 
with all staff. He dressed casually, solicited input from all levels 
and even tried to befriend his driver by sitting up front in the 
office car. The first few weeks did not go well. He soon realized 
that in the local culture his friendliness was considered to be 
directly at odds with his managerial role. So, he started dressing 
more formally and working within the accepted hierarchical 
framework and relied more on formal meetings than on casual 
conversations to convey instructions. He even played the 
manager’s role and began sitting in the back seat and letting his 
driver open the door for him. At this point, work began to run 
smoothly. “Finally, we have a real boss!” was one employee’s 
response. Although it was initially a challenge to adhere to formal 
hierarchy, Jean-Marc ultimately thrived by adapting to local ways! 

SEE HOW COUNTRIES MEASURE UP ON THE SPECTRUM 

Adaptation Success Story! 

Individualistic Group-oriented 



  

 
Page 6 of 15 

Reproduction rights for this Quick Guide granted 
to schools with a site license for MyWorldAbroad.com 
© Intercultural Systems / Systèmes Interculturels (ISSI) Inc. 

PRODUCTIVITY How people define status & relate in groups 

Task-based Relationship-based 

Personal progress, individual action  
and achievement are key 

Fitting in, building relationships and 
supporting the group are key 

In task-based cultures, goals take priority  
over relationships. 

In these cultures, your productivity is what makes you 
a valuable member of the team. Being dedicated to 
achievement and staying on deadline is a top priority 
for every worker and any interruptions to the workflow 
are seen as negative distractions. Socializing is 
generally included in this category of distractions. In 
these cultures, punctuality, progress and efficiency 
are seen as the keys to success and there may be a 
sense of urgency surrounding meeting (and 
exceeding) targets. Arriving at the end goal is 
considered more important than the process, even if 
the relationship element is sometimes ignored.f 

Relationship-oriented cultures are more focused on 
long-term trust and partnerships in the workplace, 
regardless of deadlines and targets. 

In these cultures you may see meetings taking place 
over a leisurely lunch with extensive socializing 
being done before business is discussed. In such 
workplaces, interruptions are expected. And 
although they may slow down work progress, this 
isn’t seen as a problem, but rather as a natural 
component of building long-term value. Deadlines 
and workflows are often flexible and the process is 
considered equally or more important than project 
objectives. This approach promotes long-term 
alliances and trust. 

 

 
 

DRAFT: UPDATED LIST COMING SOON 
Germany US, France, Algeria,  
Spain, lsfl, sadlfjs l sldfjs lldsjl k 
US, Algeria, US, France, Algeria, 

UK, Brazil, China, Mexico, US,  
France, Algeria, US, France, 

Algeria, US, France, Algeria, US,  
France, Algeria, 

India, South Africa,  
Japan, Saudi Arabia US, France, 

Algeria, US, France, Algeria 

Left Spectrum Middle Spectrum   Right Spectrum 

 Countries appear in the order they appear on the behavior scale (from Germany to Algeria).  
 

KEY TAKEAWAY:  

North Americans tend to be task-based, 
focusing on goals and outcomes above 
all else. It can be challenging for North 
Americans to adapt their task-oriented 
style to a host culture’s more 
relationship-focused workplace. Be 
open to changing your workflow to be 
more free-flowing and open to 
interruption. Engage in sincere social 
chats with colleagues and start to 
prioritize diplomacy over speedy 
productivity. The process of achieving 
goals can be equally (or even more) 
important than the outcome.   

 

Kai worked in the UAE.  
Coming from San Francisco, Kai wanted to hit the ground running in 
his position with a finance company. When invited to a business 
lunch by one of his managers, he was eager to appear prepared, 
arriving with strategies and suggestions. He was taken aback when 
business was barely discussed! The first 40 minutes revolved 
around family, health and local events. Confused, Kai asked his 
language teacher about it afterwards, who told him about the 
cultural importance of building personal relationships in business in 
the Middle East, and the importance not appearing to push towards 
business outcomes. It was a lightbulb moment! Kai took it upon 
himself to learn all the formal greetings, displaying signs of respect, 
showing reverence, learning the rituals around food and protocol. 
With the mastery of these new skills, he thrived abroad. 

SEE HOW COUNTRIES MEASURE UP ON THE SPECTRUM 

Adaptation Success Story! 

Task-based Relationship-based 
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PRODUCTIVITY How projects are managed & carried out 

Monochronic Time Polychronic Time 

Time is limited, schedules must be 
followed, punctuality is expected 

Relationships are prioritized over 
schedules, multitasking is normal, 
punctuality isn’t essential 

In monochronic cultures, schedules are followed 
precisely, punctuality is important because “time is 
money” and there’s only a limited amount available. 

Here, time is always of the essence! Deadlines and 
schedules are a key component of every workday and 
project flow; and targets are always tied to a timeline. 
Individuals pay attention to time and try to avoid 
delays and interruptions as much as possible. In 
Germany, for example, it would be completely 
reasonable to ask for the start and end time of a social 
or professional engagement. Arriving late to an 
appointment would be frowned upon and considered 
insulting to colleagues.f 

In polychronic cultures, time is seen as a continuum 
and is always available. Schedules and deadlines 
are flexible. 

In these cultures, workers are often less interested 
in punctuality and more interested in relationships 
and the experience of the present moment, 
regardless of any predetermined schedule. The 
sense of urgency associated with limited time is 
almost non-existent and it wouldn’t be considered 
rude to arrive somewhat late to a meeting. Life is 
seen as a flow rather than a defined, pre-planned 
scheduled series of events. 

 

  

DRAFT: UPDATED LIST COMING SOON 
Germany US, France, Algeria,  
Spain, lsfl, sadlfjs l sldfjs lldsjl k 
US, Algeria, US, France, Algeria, 

UK, Brazil, China, Mexico, US,  
France, Algeria, US, France, 

Algeria, US, France, Algeria, US,  
France, Algeria, 

India, South Africa,  
Japan, Saudi Arabia US, France, 

Algeria, US, France, Algeria 

Left Spectrum Middle Spectrum   Right Spectrum 

 Countries appear in the order they appear on the behavior scale (from Germany to Algeria).  
 

KEY TAKEAWAY:  

North Americans largely follow 
“monochronic” time. When abroad 
in a polychronic environment, be 
prepared to loosen your schedule! 
Get ready for distractions and 
schedule changes. Don’t take it 
personally if a friend or colleague 
is late for a meeting. Likewise, if 
you find yourself in a strict 
monochronic culture, take 
particular care to stick to the 
predetermined schedule and be 
particularly respectful of your 
colleagues’ limited time.   

 

Luke worked in Brazil.  
For the first few weeks of his work placement in Rio de Janeiro, 
Luke was constantly frustrated. Coming from Vancouver, he had 
a naturally schedule-focused approach to work. Arriving at work 
every day with a to-do list, Luke was aggravated by seemingly 
constant interruptions, late starts to meetings and vague project 
outcomes. But he also noticed that he was the only member of 
the team who was bothered by these things. In fact, everyone on 
the team seemed relaxed — and most projects were ultimately 
successful! Luke realized he had to reconsider his approach. 
Slowly, he began adapting to the local perspective: deadlines 
are loose, plans change and interruptions are a fact of life! 

 

SEE HOW COUNTRIES MEASURE UP ON THE SPECTRUM 

Adaptation Success Story! 

Monochronic Time Polychronic Time 
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BELIEFS How worldview impacts the workplace 

Risk Tolerance Certainty 

Innovation is valued, risk is seen as a 
positive, ambiguity is expected and 
flexibility is required 

Stability is valued, rules and 
procedures are followed, traditions 
are honored 

Risk-taking is associated with potential. It’s 
understood that in order to innovate and progress, 
there will always be a possibility of failure. 

In these cultures, organizations often encourage 
workers to “think outside the box”, and originality is 
valued. Workers learn to accept change and adjust 
on the fly. New ideas are encouraged. Even entry-
level workers may be encouraged to contribute and 
submit ideas for potential new endeavors.f 

In cultures that prioritize certainty, processes and 
rules are favored in order to maintain long-term 
stability. In such cultures, stability and the status quo 
are highly valued. Social relations and hierarchies 
rarely change much over time. There is a strong 
preference for predictability. Change and uncertainty 
may causes stress to people from these cultures. 

 

 

  

DRAFT: UPDATED LIST COMING SOON 
Germany US, France, Algeria,  
Spain, lsfl, sadlfjs l sldfjs lldsjl k 
US, Algeria, US, France, Algeria, 

UK, Brazil, China, Mexico, US,  
France, Algeria, US, France, 

Algeria, US, France, Algeria, US,  
France, Algeria, 

India, South Africa,  
Japan, Saudi Arabia US, France, 

Algeria, US, France, Algeria 

Left Spectrum Middle Spectrum   Right Spectrum 

 Countries appear in the order they appear on the behavior scale (from Germany to Algeria).  
 

KEY TAKEAWAY:  

North Americans generally have a high risk tolerance 
when it comes to business. When traveling to risk-
averse cultures, you should prepare to adapt to more 
rule-based structures, systems and hierarchies. It’s 
important to respect and even appreciate these 
procedures. Don’t try to reinvent the wheel or expect 
major innovation. Some cultures remain stable by 
avoiding quick institutional changes, so try to learn and 
observe instead of resisting. Focus on making the 
system work for you, rather than trying to change it. 
Most importantly, resist the urge to propose multiple 
new projects. If you want to introduce change, focus 
on a limited and attainable set of projects and choose 
those that will most likely be accepted. Risk is an 
integral part of work and business, but attitudes vary 
from culture to culture.   

 
 

Kate taught in South Korea.  
Having taught in several American and 
European schools, Kate had suggestions for 
ways to improve the lesson plans in her 
South Korean school. But her enthusiastic 
proposals were met with some resentment 
and confusion by the head of the school. 
They had time-honored structures and 
systems, and Kate’s suggestions indicated a 
lack of respect for those systems. Kate 
realized that even though she felt she had 
some useful innovations, it was important to 
respect, understand and adapt to the local 
approach instead of trying to change it. 

SEE HOW COUNTRIES MEASURE UP ON THE SPECTRUM 

Adaptation 
Success Story! 

Risk Tolerance Certainty 
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BELIEFS How worldview impacts the workplace 

Non-spiritual Spiritual 

Work and spiritual beliefs are separate, 
religion isn’t discussed in the workplace 

Religion is central to day-to-day life, 
normal to display religiosity in the 
workplace 

Religion is seen as a highly personal topic and  
has no place in business. 

This is often the case in Western societies, where 
there may be people of several different religious 
backgrounds working alongside one another. In 
these cultures, it’s uncommon to casually refer to 
spirituality or religion. These are often seen as taboo 
subjects, even in social conversation. One can 
assume that religion is not a force affecting business 
decisions or outcomes, and that it’s the individual 
who is solely responsible for guiding outcomes.f 

Religion is an integral component of  
day-to-day life, and is incorporated into business 
environments. You may see religious symbols in 
office spaces.   

In more traditional countries, religious and 
business institutions are intertwined. Space may 
be made for religious observance in the workday 
schedule. It plays a deep role in defining values 
and beliefs, and religious connotations may be 
noticed in greetings and social interactions. 
Workers in such cultures may believe that religion 
is a force impacting business outcomes. 

 

 

  

DRAFT: UPDATED LIST COMING SOON 
T Germany US, France, Algeria,  
Spain, lsfl, sadlfjs l sldfjs lldsjl k 
US, Algeria, US, France, Algeria, 

UK, Brazil, China, Mexico, US,  
France, Algeria, US, France, 

Algeria, US, France, Algeria, US,  
France, Algeria, 

India, South Africa,  
Japan, Saudi Arabia US, France, 

Algeria, US, France, Algeria 

Left Spectrum Middle Spectrum   Right Spectrum 

 Countries appear in the order they appear on the behavior scale (from Germany to Algeria).  
 

KEY TAKEAWAY:  

North American workplaces are generally 
non-spiritual. No matter your beliefs, the 
key strategy is to be respectful and 
tolerant of others. When arriving in a new 
workspace, first observe your colleagues. 
Avoid making religious or spiritual 
comments until you’re confident that 
they’re appropriate. If you’re religious and 
accommodations need to be made during 
the workday, approach your manager 
discretely to discuss it. If you’re an atheist 
or a religious minority in your host country, 
prepare to adapt. It might be prudent to 
tone down any strong views or practices 
as you adapt and observe the level of 
spirituality on display in your host 
workplace.    

Gabriel worked in Turkey.  
Although he hails from Canada, where religion isn’t a big part of 
daily life, Gabriel’s previous travels taught him to recognize that 
spirituality is a huge component of many societies abroad and he 
now expects and appreciates the dominance of religion in certain 
cultures. Rather than recoiling, he now enjoys the novelty and tries 
to learn as much as possible without judgment. In Istanbul, he 
quickly learned to love the rhythm of the Imam’s call to prayer five 
times a day and loves the rituals of religious greetings: “may god 
be willing”, “god bless” and “peace be with you”. In every country 
he visits, Gabriel attends religious services for multiple reasons: 
the ritual, the architecture, the sense of community, the smells of 
incense and the sense of connection. Although it initially felt odd to 
see religion as part of the workplace, he also came to appreciate 
it. After all, religion is a force that has steered society for millennia! 

SEE HOW COUNTRIES MEASURE UP ON THE SPECTRUM 

Adaptation Success Story! 

Monochronic Time Certainty 
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The 3 Core Global Competencies & the Culture Spectrum 
Use our universal process for crossing 
cultures alongside the Culture Spectrum to 
quickly ramp up your cultural dexterity!   
The 3 Core Global Competencies model outlines a three-part strategy for becoming 
cross-culturally competent. Its components help you deconstruct, research and 
resolve any intercultural challenge you might have. Incorporate the 3 Core Global 
Competencies alongside the eight behavior pairs of the Culture Spectrum to 
maximize the impact of both!  

Step 1 Step 2 Step 3 

   

Study the Culture Spectrum: Make 
a careful review to ensure that you 
understand the eight pairs of 
contrasting behaviors. 
Analyze your home country: The 
US and Canada both generally lean 
to the left-hand side of the Culture 
Spectrum. Examine each of the eight 
behavior pairs and consider where 
your home country lands. Try to be as 
specific as possible and ask yourself 
how these behavior patterns have 
manifested in your own life.  
Assess your behavior: Now that 
you’ve considered your country as a 
whole, think about your own personal 
approach. Does it differ from your 
previous answers? If so, how?  
 

Research your host country: If 
you’re traveling abroad, research the 
business and cultural norms of your 
host country. You may find explicit 
research describing behavioral traits 
or you may be able to infer behaviors 
from your research. Try to assess 
where your host culture might sit 
along each behavior scale. 
Listen & observe: Once you arrive 
on the ground (or online) with your 
global team, take the time to listen 
and observe. Does their behavior fall 
in line with your pre-departure 
research and assessment? Stay 
open-minded! Individuals and entire 
cultures can always surprise you!  
The first phase of your time abroad is 
about being open-minded and staying 
constantly aware of the cultural 
nuances around you. Don’t make 
quick judgements, instead spend time 
listening and observing. 

Prepare for flexibility: In advance of 
your travels or work placement, 
consider the ways in which you 
expect you might need to modify your 
behavior to adapt effectively. Are 
there behavior patterns you plan to 
tone down or amp up according to 
your new cultural surroundings? This 
is also a good time to assess your 
personal boundaries and consider if 
there are any adaptations you 
wouldn’t be comfortable making.  
Adapt (to your comfort level): As 
you immerse in your host culture, 
begin trying to move your behavior 
appropriately along the value scales 
to become more effective in the 
workplace. This is a subtle art, since 
each individual has personal limits. 
It’s not necessary to adapt 100% if it 
makes you uncomfortable. The most 
important thing is to be flexible and 
capable of moving in the direction of 
those you work with to make relations 
run smoothly. 

Enjoy! Try to appreciate and relish the process of discovering other cultures and alternative approaches to work. 
Take pleasure in uncovering your own culturally-influenced behaviors and in pushing your boundaries to be more 
effective abroad. The keys to achieving cross-cultural success are: Adapting, acclimatizing, accommodating.  
Cultural dexterity is your goal! 
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What does it mean to adapt?  
Adapting to a new environment doesn’t 
end with understanding the gaps that 
exist between you and your cross-cultural 
colleagues!  

Adaptation really begins when you start developing strategies and modifying 
your behavior along the spectrum to work effectively with colleagues. 

These strategies will be unique to you and your work environment. Will you adapt 
or accommodate? Who should modify their behavior and by how much? Should 
both parties adapt their behavior equally? These are issues to determine on a 
case-by-case basis.  

Your level of adaptation will be influenced by many things, including your 
personal flexibility, the extent of difference between your home and host cultures 
and your interest in pursuing a global career.  

The first rule of adaptation is to carefully assess your own workstyle before you 
even enter the front door of your new workplace. Reflect on your position along 
each of the behavior scales. This can be tough and should be done as honestly 
as possible. But the key takeaway is that unless you know yourself, you will not 
be able to understand other work styles and will have trouble assessing the width 
of the gap that needs to be traversed between you and your hosts.  

The second rule of adaptation is to be observant. Watch and analyze your 
colleagues’ behavior in a non-judgmental way. Simply try to understand their 
approach. Then consider ways in which you could shift your own behavior to be 
in closer alignment with theirs. See how this feels and note how it impacts your 
effectiveness on the job. Continue shifting and modifying as appropriate.  

Be prepared for complexity. You’ll likely discover that you need to adapt 
differently for each type of power relationship in your new workplace. Expect to 
adapt differently for relationships with subordinates, peers and superiors.  

Do your best. In certain scenarios, you may decide that some of your own 
ingrained behaviors and beliefs are too difficult to modify or you might be 
genuinely uncomfortable changing them. This is a delicate topic to be dealt with 
on a case-by-case basis; however, we do recommend striving for open-
mindedness, tolerance and flexibility. 

What will your adaptation journey actually look like? In short: It will be unique 
for every person, culture and workplace! Some young workers aim to fully 
immerse and become “one of the locals” abroad, while others modify their 
behavior just enough to become effective and a few find it too difficult to adapt, 
missing out on one of the key pillars of cross-cultural effectiveness. 

Even when challenging, adaptation is a valuable educational and personal 
development activity. As long as you’re not deeply uncomfortable from a moral 
perspective, we recommend that you do your best to step outside your comfort 
zone and adapt to foreign workplace culture.  
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Sample Questions to Ask When Analyzing 
Behavior in the Workplace 
Make use of these questions to help uncover behavior patterns in others or in 
yourself. Use them before going abroad to get familiar with the scales and return 
to them regularly while abroad to gain insight into how your new colleagues 
communicate, build relationships, manage work and articulate deeply-held beliefs 
in the workplace.  

Direct vs. Indirect COMMUNICATION 
How people express 
themselves &  
describe goals 

 

• Do managers give clear and concise instructions? 
• Is it normal to get both positive and negative feedback? Do managers  

avoid direct criticism? 
• Are decisions made quickly or is decision-making seen as a process that takes time 

and requires lots of explanation and care for opinions and feelings? 
• Do you notice a lot of non-verbal cues and body language being used in workplace 

meetings? 
• Do you ever leave a meeting unsure of your exact goals? 

Expressive vs. Reserved 

• Are your coworkers and managers enthusiastic and expressive in the workplace? 
• Is it normal to see displays of emotion in the office?  
• Is rule-based politeness (e.g. formal greetings, introductions, meetings) an important 

part of workplace communication? 
• Do people generally speak loudly with lots of gestures, or more quietly and calmly? 

Individualistic vs. Group-oriented RELATIONSHIPS 
How people define  
status & relate  
in groups 

 

• Are successes celebrated as a team? 
• Are individuals singled out and highlighted as high achievers? 
• Is competition encouraged between employees?  
• Are individuals recognized for original thinking and uniqueness? 
• Are employees more valued when they support the team, build partnerships  

and work collaboratively? 
• Is workwear expressive and individualistic or highly uniform? 

Egalitarian vs. Hierarchical 
• Does the office manager encourage feedback from entry-level workers? 
• Do entry-level workers ever have casual interactions with senior management or would 

that be considered inappropriate? 
• Are you expected to address managers with an official title or honorific? 
• Is your work self-directed or must you work through a chain of command? 
• How important is it to follow rules and procedures to achieve work objectives? 
• Is it possible for a worker to move up the office ranks based on work quality or  

can advancement also be based upon relationships or other elements? 
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Task-based vs. Relationship-based PRODUCTIVITY 
How work 
is managed &  
carried out 

 

• Do managers reward quick action and productivity or do they promote  
long-term loyalty as an approach to organizational success? 

• Is nepotism and the existence of a so-called “old boys“ network  
considered normal, or is it frowned upon? 

• Are “social” interruptions considered a normal part of the workday? 
• Do managers engage in long business lunches with potential clients? 
• Is your success tied to your professional output or to your  

relationship-building abilities in the workplace? 
• Is there a tolerance for failure and risk-taking? 

Monochronic vs. Polychronic 

• Are deadlines, timelines and schedules an integral part of  
every project and workday? 

• Would it be considered impolite to be late for a scheduled meeting? 
• Are interruptions treated as a negative thing or are they  

accepted as normal? 
• Is your work schedule highly defined? Or is it more free-flowing, with  

room for change on a day-to-day basis? 
• Is multitasking the preferred way of working or do managers prefer you  

to focus on a single task until it’s completed? 

Risk tolerance vs. Certainty BELIEFS 
How worldview impacts 
the workplace 

 
• Do managers encourage you to “think outside the box”? Do they 

welcome fresh ideas from all levels of worker? 
• Do managers often talk about progress and innovation or do they  

favor stability and certainty? 
• Are there many rules and regulations in place for how work  

is to be carried out? 
• Does failure inhibit career advancement or is it considered an acceptable 

risk? 

Non-spiritual vs. Spiritual 

• Do managers and colleagues keep their spiritual beliefs to themselves?  
• Have you heard or seen references to religion in the office workspace? 
• Does anyone in the office ever engage in prayer in the workplace? 
• Do co-workers ever make religious references during meetings or  

as part of everyday greetings? 
• Are there more or less religious holidays in comparison to  

your home country?  
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Make the Most of the Culture Spectrum  
Use the Culture Spectrum model to self-
assess your personal work style and to 
prepare for cross-cultural workplace 
success.  
Get to know the value scales before traveling abroad and stay observant in 
order to recognize difference. Understanding the value scales can help you 
when you encounter challenges abroad — since you can often quickly identify 
the area of contrast and aim to shift yourself along the spectrum to adapt and be 
more effective.  

Why use the Culture 
Spectrum model?  
 

IT’S EASY: The spectrum gives you an easy-to-understand framework for cultural 
dexterity!  

SIMPLE: The spectrum gives you a simple set of behaviors that often govern real-
world intercultural challenges.  

IT’S EFFECTIVE: Although it’s not all-encompassing, the spectrum is simple and 
effective to get your thoughts organized for understanding the cross-cultural 
workplace. 

LEARN ABOUT YOURSELF: It helps you understand your own patterns of 
behaviour and provides hints for boosting your adaptability. 

LEARN ABOUT OTHERS: It helps you prepare for international travel and 
demystifies behaviours that contrast with your own.  

When to use the 
Culture Spectrum 
model: 
 

START EARLY: Get to know this model early in your school and work career. It’s a 
key component of your journey towards becoming the Global You.  

RESEARCH BEFORE YOU GO: If you have specific plans to complete a study, 
intern, volunteer or work placement abroad (or with an international company online), 
use the model in advance of your placement start date, alongside cultural research 
about your host country. Try to predict and prepare for the areas in which you may 
need to adapt. 

STAY CURRENT: You should also return to this model whenever you’re feeling 
challenged by cross-cultural interactions. It’s interesting and empowering to pinpoint 
exactly which behavior scale might be challenging you, and how you might try to 
move along the scale to improve workplace effectiveness. 

How to use the 
Culture Spectrum 
model:  
 

READ: Read the entire document, then return and examine each of the eight 
behavior pairs individually.  

REFLECT: Self-assess and consider where foreign cultures sit along the spectrum. 
Consider doing some writing about your own beliefs and behaviors in each of the 
eight areas.  

ADAPT: Use your newfound knowledge in the real world! Keep the eight behavior 
pairs in mind as you travel, research and immerse in global workplaces. You can 
even use the Culture Spectrum outside the workplace to analyze international 
friendships as well as art and literature from abroad.  
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A Last Word 
It’s easy to assume that your own approach 
to work is universal or “correct”.  
But as you move through the world, you’ll soon discover there are 
countless alternative approaches to achieving success in the workplace. 

When entering a cross-cultural workspace, keep an analytical an open 
mind. Use the Culture Spectrum model to help you navigate and thrive in 
your new environment.  

Good luck!  
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