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The Culture Tree in Action: Applying the Concepts 
Dig deeper and explore the many facets of the Culture Tree! 
 

 
Take a journey through the key components of this essential model.  
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The Culture Tree is a fantastic tool for 
helping students and young global 
professionals contextualize their cross-
cultural experiences.  

Entering a foreign culture is exciting and mysterious. Arriving abroad, you’re 
whisked away by the most visible elements of the culture: the food, the 
architecture and every other sensory delight a tourist might appreciate. But 
keep in mind that in every culture – including your own! – there’s more than 
meets the eye. 

 

Culture is a complex web of 
codes, patterns and beliefs 
governing everything from 
fashion choices to the deepest 
concepts of life and death.  
The Culture Tree simplifies these 
complexities into three clear levels, 
illustrating how the fun surface culture 
you see as a tourist is often connected 
to much deeper values and beliefs. 

As a visitor abroad, you’ll be bumping 
up against all three levels of culture 
from the moment your feet touch the 
ground, but you may initially be unaware 
of (or even confused by) the subtler and 
more hidden cultural cues. Use the 
model below to identify the components 
of culture. In every cross-cultural 
encounter, make it your aim to reach 
beyond the surface, recognizing and 
adapting to the deeper, more nuanced 
elements of the culture. 

Originally developed by author Zaretta 
Hammond, we love the Culture Tree as 
a way for students and young 
professionals to start recognizing, 
analyzing and appreciating these 
complex dynamics. 

1 SURFACE 
CULTURE 

2 UNSPOKEN 
RULES 

3 DEEPLY-HELD 
BELIEFS 
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What does it look like? 

Sights, sounds & aromas 
in a Moroccan market 
Imagine strolling through a 
bazaar in Marrakesh, Morocco. 
As a tourist, you’re thrilled by the 
sensory overload: the loud sound 
of bartering, the smell of spices in 
the air and the intricate patterns 
of handwoven rugs. You can 
instantly pinpoint all the ways this 
scene differs from anything 
available in your hometown. You 
don’t need a cross-cultural guide 
to help you – you can feel it! 

On the hunt for food in 
Argentina! 
You’ve just landed for a study 
abroad semester in Buenos Aires. 
You’ve been a vegan for five 
years at home, where vegan 
options are common on most 
menus. You assumed it would be 
simple for you to eat abroad, and 
you’re surprised to find that in 
Argentina, almost no vegan 
options exist! You must adapt by 
expanding your food groups, 
cooking all your own meals or by 
only having very basic starchy 
dishes when eating out. 

A sense of peace prevails 
in Norway  
Arriving in the town of Bergen, 
Norway, you instantly notice that 
the streets are clean and mostly 
tranquil. Locals speak calmly and 
dress in a minimalistic, largely 
uniform way. The architecture 
also follows this fresh, simple 
style. Everything about the 
environment shows that 
cleanliness and order are the 
name of the game, and you 
quickly notice that locals only “let 
their hair down” on the weekends. 

The surface level of culture is easy and fun to 
observe and participate in. 

As a tourist, you’ll quickly be able to identify and appreciate these components, 
since many of the elements are commercially available to “buy and try”. When 
people imagine what a foreign culture is like, these are the elements they often 
conjure up (e.g. “the French are fashionable and love rich, well-prepared food”), 
but note that this level is limited in terms of providing deeper cultural insight. In 
order to truly adapt and build relationships abroad, you must reach further. 

1 SURFACE 
CULTURE 
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What does it look like? 

A taste of time in 
Colombia! 
You’re living in Medellín, 
Colombia. You’ve been invited to 
a local student’s family home for 
dinner at 6pm on a Friday. When 
you arrive at 6:02pm, they open 
the door and look surprised to 
see you. You know you’ve made 
a cultural mis-step, but how? 
Whereas punctuality is viewed as 
being polite in North America, 
timing is much looser in Latin 
American countries. Being 30 or 
60 minutes late for an 
engagement is not just 
acceptable – it’s often expected! 

Revealing Japan’s subtle 
language of status 
Imagine you have a position in a 
Japanese office for the summer. 
By paying attention to office 
culture, you notice that Japanese 
workers always greet colleagues 
in hierarchical order of rank. If 
you hadn’t noticed this, and had 
instead taken a more casual 
North American approach of 
assuming near-equal status, you 
could have caused offence and 
social friction. But by knowing the 
rules, you can integrate, adapt 
and build trust. 

Decoding the many 
gestures of Ghana 
It’s been several weeks since you 
landed in Ghana and you’re 
finally starting to understand 
some of the local rules of non-
verbal communication. For 
example, you now realize that 
pointing with an index finger is 
considered rude, as is using your 
left hand to eat or pass items. 
Pointing the sole of your foot 
towards another person also 
seems to be considered rude. 
Initially you were confused, but 
after observing locals closely and 
asking careful advice, you’re 
getting the hang of it and feeling 
closer to your local contacts! 

Level two is slightly less obvious to 
newcomers abroad. At this level, you’ll 
encounter the unspoken rules that govern 
relationships, families and workplaces. 

As a student or young professional abroad, this is the level of behavior you 
should be striving to recognize, understand and adapt to. It’s where meaningful 
communication starts to happen. This can be challenging and requires some 
observation and analysis, but it opens the door to building trusting relationships 
in social settings, workplaces and classrooms. 

2 UNSPOKEN 
RULES 
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What does it look like? 

What makes a good story 
in Japan? 
You read a piece of Japanese 
literature. It’s two hundred pages, 
yet the story never seems to be 
resolved. The characters end up 
in the same place they started! 
Surprise: You’ve stumbled upon a 
deep cultural difference. 
Originating in Buddhist and Taoist 
religions, the Japanese have a 
deeply-ingrained respect for the 
notion of the impermanence, 
transience, the imperfect and the 
incomplete, which is reflected in 
their storytelling. While a goal-
oriented North American reader 
expects an exciting beginning, 
middle and end to a story, a 
Japanese reader may be satisfied 
by a much subtler narrative. 

Learning to savor the 
moment in Italy 
You’re a fast-moving New Yorker 
completing an internship in Siena, 
Italy. During your first month, you 
found it confusing to see 
experienced and successful 
supervisors and colleagues taking 
long, leisurely lunch breaks every 
weekday. But you’ve begun to 
realize that this practice isn’t 
about shirking responsibility. 
Rather, it’s deeply tied to the core 
Italian view that quality of life and 
savoring the moment are a top 
priority. 

An eye-opening cross-
cultural friendship in India  
You’ve been living in Mumbai, 
India for six months and have 
formed a friendly connection with 
a local blacksmith. You enjoy 
your chats with him, but are 
confused by his acceptance of 
the Indian social caste system. 
Your friend comes from 
generations of blacksmiths, and 
never seems to have considered 
whether he might like to pursue a 
different career. It becomes clear 
that he doesn’t prioritize 
individuality, personal agency and 
progress in the same way that 
you, as a North American, do. 
Your discussions sometimes 
make you feel uneasy, because 
they force you to consider that 
your own deeply-held values are 
simply part of your own cultural 
paradigm – not a universal truth. 
Don’t worry! This type of 
discomfort is a positive sign and a 
key part of becoming truly global. 

This is the most hidden – but deepest-rooted 
– level, including underlying values and 
notions of truth, identity and society. 

It can even be thought of as the “collective unconscious” of the local population. 
As a student, this level will be almost invisible to you unless you stay in a given 
culture long-term. But it’s essential to be aware of it, and to be aware of the fact 
that you also have a deeply-ingrained cultural framework. When beliefs at this 
level are challenged, culture shock is the most pronounced. 

3 DEEPLY-HELD 
BELIEFS 
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Culture 

of the Senses 

“You overload yourself, 
absorbing the art history, 
architecture, cuisine, fashion 
and sounds of your new 
environment.” 

This is the level of sensory discovery! You 
overload yourself, absorbing the art 
history, architecture, cuisine, fashion and 
sounds of your new environment. 
Depending on your personality type, you 
may find this level to be euphoric or it 
could feel slightly overwhelming – but it’s 
always exciting. 

 
Social 
Culture 

“How close do you stand 
when speaking to a friend? 
How much eye contact 
should you make?” 

How close do you stand when speaking to 
a friend? How much eye contact should 
you make? How important is punctuality? 
What sorts of humor are acceptable and in 
what context? The rules of this level dictate 
the specifics of every social interaction. 
They are seen as common sense to locals, 
but a foreigner needs a keen eye to notice 
and adapt to the details! This level also ties 
directly into your ability to build trusting 
relationships with local friends and 
colleagues. 

 
Core 

Culture 

“It’s the deep, pattern-based 
level of values and 
understanding the world.” 

The level of deep meaning. This is the 
level of culture that operates most like the 
“software of the brain”. It’s the deep, 
pattern-based level of values and 
understanding the world. If you’ve done 
research before arriving in a culture, you 
may spot hints of this level. As you begin 
to spot these echoes, you have a great 
opportunity to analyze your own cultural 
framework, which you may previously have 
taken for granted. 

Types of Culture 
When studying the Culture Tree, it’s 
important to explore each level from a 
variety of different angles to develop a 
complete picture. First, let’s look at the 
basics: 
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Tourist 
High Making Connections Long-term Immersion 

     

 
 

 

 
Tourist High 
(1 - 4 weeks) 
After months of anticipation, 
you’ve landed in your destination. 
You’re amazed by everything you 
see. This phase is often similar to 
the feeling of falling in love – you 
have boundless curiosity and 
energy for everything and can’t 
wait to experience it all. 

 
Making Connections 
(4 - 16 weeks) 
This phase is challenging, eye-
opening and satisfying. You’ve 
had your first taste of local culture 
and now it’s time to get used to 
daily routines and relationships. 
In this phase, your brain really 
switches on as you open your 
eyes to subtler manifestations of 
culture and try to adapt to them. 
You move beyond basic 
interactions to go deeper, 
connecting with classmates, 
colleagues and local friends. You 
flex your communication muscles 
and begin to understand how to 
effectively modify your behavior 
to integrate successfully and form 
relationships. 

 
Long-term Immersion 
(16 weeks +) 
The tourist high is just a memory! 
You know your way around and 
have navigated basic local 
relationships successfully; but as 
time passes, you start to 
recognize fundamental 
differences in the way locals – 
and your local friends – 
understand the world. You start to 
see patterns of behavior that you 
never noticed, hinting at a 
completely different worldview 
from your own. This can be 
disorienting, leading to feelings of 
anxiety and loneliness. At this 
phase, you may also recognize 
the challenge of forming truly 
deep bonds across cultures, as 
your root-level values come into 
play. 

Traveler Phases 
Although you’ll be bumping up against all 
three levels of culture from the moment you 
land in your destination, it’s generally accepted 
that the longer you stay abroad, the deeper in 
the Culture Tree you’ll be able to reach. Take a 
look at the common phases for students, 
interns, volunteers and workers abroad: 

+ 1 week 8 weeks 

 

4 weeks 12 weeks 

 

16 weeks 

 



 

 

Page 8 of 11 

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

 
 

 

 

Low Emotional Charge 
“Surface culture is generally 
enjoyable to adapt to.” 

This level has a low emotional charge, 
rarely leading to culture shock or 
anxiety. Surface culture is generally 
enjoyable to adapt to. Discomfort is 
often superficial – like having to adapt to 
new types of cuisine. 

 

High Emotional Charge 
“Violations of rules at this 
level may cause friction with 
locals. A feeling of culture 
shock can occur but can 
generally be overcome.” 

Differences at this level may have a 
strong emotional impact, since they 
affect your daily routine, personal space, 
status and rapport with others. Your 
ability to adapt and engage at this level 
defines your social relationships and 
sense of trust. Violations of rules at this 
level may cause friction with locals. A 
feeling of culture shock can occur, but 
can generally be overcome. 

 

Intense Emotional Charge 
“Generally, it is only long-term 
expats who adapt fully to this 
level of culture.” 

This level of deeply held values has the 
potential for serious culture shock, social 
rifts and discomfort. At this level, you 
may notice that locals abroad actually 
have a fundamentally different 
understanding of their environment, 
which can be a challenging and 
disorienting realization. Generally, it is 
only long-term expats who adapt fully to 
this level of culture. 

 

Emotional Charge 

Each level of the Culture Tree has its own 
psychological and emotional value, both for 
locals and for visitors. Some changes are 
easy, comfortable and even fun to adapt to, 
but other times cultural differences can 
challenge our deeply-held values and make 
us feel uneasy or upset. 
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Personal Culture Trees 
Studying the Culture Tree can be extremely useful 
when analyzing and decoding a foreign culture. 
However, it's important to keep in mind that every 
individual, no matter where they live, has a unique 
cultural makeup. Culture is influenced by your 
current home, but also by family heritage and many 
other factors. 

Evolving Culture Trees 
Each country’s Culture Tree exists as part of a larger 
global ecosystem. Some changes are quick, others 
happen over time. Just as a tree moves through the 
seasons, the top levels can change somewhat quickly, 
but root changes take longer to appear. 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

33.8547° N, 35.8623° E 
A young Canadian working in 
Ottawa might be heavily 
influenced by her Lebanese 
heritage. 

 

 

38.4161° N, 63.6167° E 
A professional in Los Angeles 
might be deeply connected to 
his Argentinian upbringing, 
despite never traveling there. 

 

 

48.8566° N, 2.3522° E 
12.8797° N, 121.7740° E 
An American who grew up in 
Philippines but now works in 
Paris may reflect elements of 
American, Filipino and French 
cultures. 

Culture of the Senses 
At this level, changes can sometimes happen 
quickly. Consider the speed with which some 
cultures update their fashion, music, interior design 
and more. Other cultural elements at this level 
change more slowly (e.g. food preferences, 
architecture, holiday traditions and national sports). 

Social Culture 
Major changes in social relations often take a 
decade or more to take hold. Such changes can be 
attributed to higher levels of education, increases in 
income, exposure to world media, or with 
affirmative action or supreme court decisions (think 
about gay marriage and female emancipation). 

Core Culture 
Changes at the root level are less common, and 
can take generations to manifest. Consider 
changes in religiosity, fundamental notions of 
masculinity and femininity, ideas about nature and 
the environment. All of these are deeply rooted and 
take a long time to change. 

When dealing with individuals, keep an 
open mind and leave space to update and 
adapt your cultural understanding on a 
case-by-case basis. 

Knowing about change at each level of culture 
will help with your research and discovery 
while enriching your understanding of the 
culture as a whole. 

The Ever-changing Culture Tree 
As you engage in cross-cultural connections, 
consider the many possible expressions of the 
Culture Tree and its three levels.  

1 

2 
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Why use the Culture Tree? 
• It’s the simplest, quickest way to grasp the many 

dimensions of culture. 
• It provides you with a framework for dealing with 

real inter-cultural relationships and experiences.  
• It helps you understand your own culture and the 

adaptations required to navigate culture shock. 
• Understanding this model is a key foundation for 

becoming a global person. 
 

When to use the Culture Tree:  
Do you have plans to travel abroad in the near future? 
Do you want to study a foreign culture from afar 
before heading abroad or starting a virtual 
international internship? Are you eager to examine 
your home culture objectively? Do you need structure 
in helping you navigate a cross-cultural friendship or 
work relationship? The Culture Tree is useful in all 
these cases, and we recommend reviewing it 
repeatedly. Return to the model whenever you’re 
feeling challenged, confused – or simply curious. It’s 
empowering and enlightening to pinpoint exactly 
which cultural differences are affecting you. 

 
 
 
 
 
Make It Work for You!  
Keep in mind that your journey towards mastering and 
understanding the Culture Tree is unique. Some 
students will want to dig deep, researching multiple 
facets of their host culture at each level, while others 
will be happy to understand the basic concept of the 
tree, taking a less formal approach and prioritizing 
first-hand experiences. Just know that every stride 
you make towards building your global outlook is 
positive. Have fun! 

 

Make the Most of the Culture Tree! 
Culture encompasses almost all areas of 
life. Some elements are instantly 
apparent, while others can take months 
(or even years!) to unearth. Use the 
Culture Tree to decode and successfully 
manage cross-cultural relationships at 
every stage of your go-abroad journey – 
from the tourist high to your first cross-
cultural connections and the deeper 
challenge of long-term immersion. 
Good luck! 
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Speak to your study abroad advisor 
Your school’s study abroad office can help you make 
use of the Culture Tree, as well as helping you identify 
programs, clubs and experiences that will allow you to 
travel and engage with foreign cultures. Chat with an 
advisor to hone in on your cross-cultural goals. Stay 
open to any additional approaches and tools your 
school may offer to support cross-cultural 
engagement and success. 
 
Speak to your career advisor 
Although career advisors may not always have 
international experience, staff in your school’s career 
center may be able to help you target work programs 
and experiences with an international element (e.g. 
volunteer abroad, virtual internships, teach English 
abroad). Career advisors should also be able to assist 
you in incorporating your cross-cultural skills into your 
resume. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Speak to internationally oriented 
professors 
Ask them about their own cross-cultural stories and 
skill-building suggestions. Although some professors 
may not have formal cross-cultural training, seek out 
any professor with experience living and working 
abroad. Ask for insights and seek encouragement 
from professors who are clearly passionate about 
being global. 

 
 
 
The Culture Tree has been adapted from Zaretta Hammond’s model,  
as seen in Culturally Responsive Teaching and the Brain (2015). 
 
 
 

 

Log in or register to access MyWorldAbroad.com 
Your free subscription paid for by your school. 

 

Speak to Your Advisors 
about the Culture Tree  

It’s good to know that there are 
multiple staff members at your school 
dedicated to helping you achieve your 
international goals.  

https://myworldabroad.com/login
https://myworldabroad.com/register
https://myworldabroad.com/book/section-2253-0
https://myworldabroad.com/login
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