


Dr Geert Hofstedes Cultural Dimensions Theory applied to South Africa


Hello my name is Joanne Job and today I will be talking about culture in South Africa following Hofstede analytical and data driven approach. Hofstede said ‘Culture is more often a source of conflict than of synergy. Cultural differences are a nuisance at best and often a disaster’.
Hofstede, a pioneer in the research of culture and the effect it can have on business, developed a group of dimensions which measure, through a survey, the average values for a group of people to conclude their national culture attributes (Venaik.S & Brewer P). The 6 dimensions being, Power Distance, Individualism, Masculinity, Uncertainty Avoidance, Long-term Orientation and Indulgence Vs Restraint. According to Hofstede (2001) Culture is the collective programming of the mind that distinguishes the members of one group or category of people from another’. When considering the six groups, you can achieve an understanding of cultural differences between the groups. 
When looking at Power Distance, Hofstede states this dimension considers the fact that not everyone in society are equal, that there are inequalities amongst us. It measures to what extent the less powerful members of organisations and institutions accept that power is not equal. South Africa scores a 49 on the power distance scale, showing that the people of South Africa accept a hierarchical order in which everyone has their own place and this does not need to be justified, and the people of South Africa will not question this power dimension. Scoring 49 shows that South Africans accept this inequality and that everyone has their own place and they stay in that place. Hierarchy will dish out the orders and inferiors will listen and obey. When you consider what happened in South Africa with the apartheid, with racial segregation instantly being enforced and non-white South Africans, these being the majority or the population, being enforced to live in separate areas from white South Africans and use separate public facilities and all contact limited between the two groups (History.com). To this day poverty levels remain high for black South Africans (Van der Berg 2011) and unemployment which increased during the 70’s and 80’s shows no sign of declining (Banerjee et al. 2008).
Individualism, according to Hofstede this dimension addresses the degree of independence amongst a society and its members. It suggests that people’s self-image is defined by ‘we’ or ‘I’, Individualist societies or collectivist societies. Individualists will look after themselves and their immediate family only, making decisions for themselves and only interested in their own achievements and Collectivist societies belonging in groups that take care of them in exchange for loyalty, people are born in to large groups of extended family who will protect them with very little private life,  people from collectivist societies work in groups and prefer making decisions with the backing of a group and involving others.
South Africa scoring 65, suggesting it is an Individualist society.  There are many different religions and races within South Africa, depending on which ethnicity or culture we are considering, this would reflect in the score. Depending on which group we are discussing within South Africa, we have to accept that within the country there could be individualistic or collectivist groups (south African culture.com).  According to Hofstede (1994), the significant cultural differences between different societies within a country need to be managed carefully for international business activity to succeed. Business firms will look to expand into culturally similar markets (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977) meaning that culture has a direct impact on market selection. In the case of the European Union, cultural differences within a society, lower trade volumes between companies and therefore countries. (Guiso, Sapienza and Zingales, 2005).
Masculinity, according to Hofstede a high score in this dimension suggests that a society will be driven by competition, success and achievement, with the winner being the best, something that is introduced from school years and continues throughout life. People live to work and are very competitive within work and will do anything to achieve. South Africa scores 63 on this dimension making it a masculine society. 
Uncertainty Avoidance, according to Hofstede this has to do with the way a society deals with an unknown future, should the future be controlled or just let it happen? (Hofstede, 2019). South Africa scoring 49 on this dimension, has a low preference for avoiding uncertainty. Scoring low suggests a more relaxed attitude to which practice counts over principles and deviation from the norm is tolerated more easily. Schedules are flexible, with punctuality and precision taking a back step. Uncertainty within a business can be a key factor in market transactions between firms (Williamson, 1985) and is a critical role in business and the outcome of international business decisions (Hofstede, 1980).  Studies in cross-cultural leadership shows that cultural differences influence leadership behaviour and the managements methods of reasoning regularly develop in agreement with the cultures in which they function. 
Long Term Orientation, Hofstede suggests how every society should maintain a certain amount of links with its past while dealing with present and future challenges. Societies will prioritise these two goals differently. Normative societies, scoring low on this dimension will prefer to hold on to time-honoured traditions and are suspicious of change. Those who score high take a more realistic approach and prepare for the future. South Africa will a low score of 34 is more normative than pragmatic. Knowing a countries short-term or long -term orientation is important in management and business negotiations as it can be used as motivation. Companies who are aware of the time orientation of the people who work for them can manipulate incentives to suit that. With great concern for security in life, South Africans are in general, extremely loyal to the company they work for and often stay with the same company for life as employment is so low there (Cultural Atlas). 
Indulgence Vs Restraint, the dimension which Hofstede defines as the extend to which people try to control their desires and impulses, based on how they are raised.  Low scores would indicate Indulgence and a high score signify Restraint. With a score of 63. South Africa has a culture of Indulgence, suggesting that it is a country that can freely satisfy its basic needs and wants, focussing more on its own individual happiness and well-being. But as Hofstede states, these scores are for the white population of South Africa and with the majority of the country being Black African, their scores could be very different. According to Business Tech, black South Africans are still being withheld from opportunities that white people are taking for granted. With Unemployment within black South Africans standing at 39% and at only 8.3% among White South Africans, do they then have the same opportunity to satisfy their basic needs. 

Conclusion
Hofstedes Cultural dimension theory was based on data analysed from a company-wide personnel survey exercise, carrying out research with over 100,000 employees working all over the world for IBM.  Criticism of this theory is that the results from this exercise are from a single company data, results are time dependant and are subject to change over time. The results represent a reflection of business culture at IBM and not of the countries IBM operates within. With South Africa, known as the rainbow nation due to its many diverse cultures and religions (sahistory.org), being a multi-cultural country and with such an extensive difference between cultures following the Apertheid years. Hofstede himself stated that some dimensions results were based on white South Africans and not the results of black South Africans, this opening up his theory to criticism. How can these results reflect a countries culture when not all societies within that country were being analysed and it doesn’t identify all the cultural dimensions possible. That being said despite all these criticisms Hofstede has and still is very influential. 
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