The Culture Tree: 3 Levels of Culture
Explore This Model to Help Make Sense of Your Surroundings While Abroad
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Hairstyles

SURFACE CULTURE

Film

Easy to Spot

• These are the most visible
elements of a culture.
• Often associated with consumer
products and material goods.
• Culture of the senses; it’s what
you can see, smell, taste and hear!

Literature

Holidays
& rituals

Folklore

Architecture

Music

Theater

The arts

Cuisine

Visible If You Look Closely

Notions of time

• These rules and norms govern behavior
and relationships.

Gender relations

• They are seen as “common sense” by locals.

Strive to engage at this level;
make it your goal.
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Popular
apps

Trending
search
terms

UNSPOKEN RULES

• Social culture; it’s how you interact,
socialize and communicate!

Social
media

Home
design

Enjoy these first impressions,
but reach further.

• Knowing the social rules will help you
build trust and form friendships.

Sports

Celebrities

• Often fun and exciting to adapt to.
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Quick Guide

Personal space
Understanding of hierarchy
Displays of emotion
Verbal communication: small
talk, understanding of “yes/no”,
manners & politeness.
Non-verbal communication:
eye contact, facial expressions,
gestures, stance, etc.

Speaking
style
Dance

Language
Clothing

Concepts of friendship
Approach to authority
Notions of privacy
Ideas about acceptable
social relations
Importance of work & money
Trusted sources of information
Approach to honesty & integrity
Attitudes towards raising children
Notions of acceptable foods

DEEPLY-HELD BELIEFS
Challenging to Uncover

• These are underlying values and notions of
truth, identity and society.
• This level impacts the worldview of locals in
ways even they may not grasp.
• Higher levels of the culture tree “grow” out
of these elements.
• Core culture; it’s how you understand
ethics, power, love, life and the planet.

Notions of self
& others

Notions of fairness
vs. unfairness,
good vs. bad

Notions of health
& illness

Approaches to
decision-making
& problem-solving

Overall
worldview

Preference for
competition
vs. cooperation

Ideas about nature
& animals

Notions of family,
group identity
& affiliation

Concepts of
spirituality &
higher power

Understanding
of dignity &
respect

Ideas of cleanliness
vs. dirtiness

Notions of
masculinity
& femininity

Start with awareness;
build insight over time.
Adapted from Zaretta Hammond’s model, as seen
in Culturally Responsive Teaching and the Brain (2015).
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