
ON THE CHALLENGES OF UNDERSTANDING OTHER CULTURES 

 

  

  

Dwight D. Frink 

University of Mississippi, INCAE Business School, 

And University of Costa Rica 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

The work for this manuscript was supported in part by the PMB and William King Self 

Foundation, Marks, Mississippi, USA 



ABSTRACT 

Among the most challenging activities people engage is relating with people from other cultures.  

The challenges are immensely greater when engaging in business across cultural lines.  This 

paper will explore the basis of those challenges, discuss a framework for understanding them, 

and use it to specifically compare Costa Rica and the United States. 

  



ON THE CHALLENGES OF UNDERSTANDING OTHER CULTURES 

Anecdotes of misunderstandings by international travelers and business persons abound, 

some humorous, and some troublesome.  While there may be a tempation to believe that the 

well-travelled may rise above such foibles, the reality is that there is little likelihood we can 

overcome the potential for serious problems in communication and understanding across cultural 

lines.  This paper explores some reasons why this is the case and some means for increasing the 

likelihood of successful intercultural interactions, and view two specific cultures – Costa Rica 

and the United States – from this platform. 

Cognitive Maps 

 It seems clear that behavioral differences across groups of people are primarily due to 

environments rather than genetics.  While the long-debated nature versus nurture question 

concluded that behavior is a function both nature and nurture at the individual level, at the 

national, or cultural, level, differences in behavioral patterns are environmental products.  The 

mechanisms by which this comes about are, for our purposes, rather straightforward.  Beginning 

from early childhood, as individuals develop, cognitive maps are formed.  These are the result of 

the patterns of observed interactions around them, in addition to socially reinforced behaviors of 

their own, become cognitive maps, or templates, for understanding and coping with life around 

them.  Day after day, repeated events become ingrained in our thinking so that we automatically 

form impressions from even small pieces of information.  They become the structures by which 

we align what happens around us with sets of normative expectations, thereby interpreting and 

evaluating life.  When we observe or participate in workplace activities, our cognitive templates 

help us make sense of those activities at the moment, and provide options for how we might 

respond.  When we can not match those templates with what we see and hear, we tend to first try 



to force a fit (often by subconsciously injecting information that was not actually part of the 

situation), and failing that, we might respond that we do not understand, that the observed acts 

are nonsense, or we might suggest the actors are incompetent.  These are the foundations of 

shared meanings, which in turn allow us to understand one another and social events.   

 When observations of life around us do match our templates, we feel comfortable that we 

understand the state of things.  The adage that “we like people who are like us” applies here, 

because when our templates roughly align with those who are more similar to ourselves, we are 

more at ease, and feel positively about things.  This is the core reason why diversity issues are so 

irascible: Diversity means differences, and differences imply misaligned cognitive frameworks. 

Templates Are NOT Interchangeable 

 Because these frameworks, templates, schemas, or however we might refer to them, are 

established from a lifetime’s labors, and indeed are how we make sense of our world, they are 

not interchangeable across cultural boundaries.  My template cannot adequately manage, or even 

perceive, subtleties and nuances from a different culture.  Even politeness can be construed 

differently in other cultures depending on the context and means by which it is done as well as 

implications of various cultural values.  Stereotyping others is often the result of applying our 

cognitive frameworks to groups or individuals who have different cognitive templates.  For 

example, values of leisure and family time together may be construed as laziness by members of 

a more masculine, hierarchical culture.  Also, in times past, travelers from the United States were 

often referred to as “Ugly Americans” due to their more assertive and pragmatic, utilitiarian 

approach to time and relationships. 

Frustration, Anxiety, and Blame Are Possible (or Likely) 



 The conflicts and clashes that might occur can potentially be resounding.  The inability to 

relate to or understand others’ motives and reasoning can easily lead to a variety of responses, 

including frustration, anxiety, or even blame.  Applying one’s own template in a different culture 

can produce severely distorted interpretations of actions and dialog, and such misunderstandings 

can produce notions that others are incompetent, rude, mean, foolish, arrogant, and the like.  (Of 

course, without realizing it, we might be eliciting similar reactions from them.)  In direct 

relations between individuals from different cultures, a specific nuance might be seen as an 

affront, however, we believe that, in general, people are rather forgiving of uninformed foibles.  

However, patterns of affronts are likely to become difficult to reconcile, and as interpersonal 

relations become closer and the stakes get bigger, the challenges of mutual understanding are 

more difficult to overcome because these mental maps do not easily accommodate substantive or 

complex concepts (although growing friendships also produce graciousness).  It becomes 

mentally wearisome to constantly stretch oneself to another’s perspective, especially for more 

complex issues and deeper relationships.  As we tire, we tend to invest less effort in 

understanding and communicating with others.  We may just revert back to our most basic 

responses. 

How Do You Know What You Don’t Know? 

 Among the most perplexing issues people confront, then, is grasping ideas of which they 

are unaware, and furthermore, have no means of being aware.  Put differently, how do we know 

what we do not know?  The different cognitive frameworks used by people in different cultures 

produce connections among things around them, as well as inferences from these connections, 

that other frameworks cannot produce.  There simply is not a means to make some connections: 

no patterns exist that fit the information.  Further, there is no means to understand that such a 



connection is possible, bridging concepts that apply our own frameworks while trying to adapt 

others’ conceptualizations to our own, and vice versa.  Metaphorically, it is similar to using 

plugging a hairdryer into outlets of a different design from the dryer plug.  Hopefully, we can 

find an adapter for the plug.  There is a caveat in this metaphor, however.  While the adapter may 

fit, the current supplied through the outlet may be different from what we need, and the dryer 

may be ruined (as happened to one of the authors during a trip to England).  The question 

remains: how would we know?  Indeed, this simple notion can become a grievance to 

intercultural interactions.  To the extent we believe we have a concept of the other culture, and 

that concept is inadequately informed, the problem of not knowing what we do not know will 

undermine the process of adapting to, and understanding of, other cultures. 

This Is the Major Issue of International Relations 

 Although there is a substantial list of factors, challenges, problems, issues, and the like in 

cross cultural relationships, we would argue that this is the greatest issue.  Clearly, political, 

economic, resource, infrastructure, relational, and a host of other differences might pose 

obstacles in international relations at all levels from individual to national.  But the capacity to 

grasp shared meanings, reason, and social patterns lie at the root of communications, and 

therefore, at the root of relations.  Having proposed the nature of the challenge, the next step is to 

outline come means for organizing the problem toward informing how to cope. 

Introduction to Cultural Differences 

 Substantial research has helped define and inform cross cultural and international 

questions over the years, and information has burgeoned in recent times.  Although different 

writers have proposed different approaches to the questions, the basic information that is 

available is similar across authors and perspectives.  This discussion begins with presenting three 



core characteristics on which cultures vary.  It then moves to discussing where Costa Rica and 

the United States in particular are positioned within these three.  While some have presented 

such variables in terms of cultural values and others have presented them in terms of cultural 

characteristics (i.e., behavioral patterns), there is substantial overlap in what we believe to be 

important and how we act.  Thus, the core features of the variables have much in common.  For 

simplicity, they are presented here as cultural characteristics, with some clarification about 

values where appropriate. 

Key Cultural Characteristics 

Individualism-collectivism.  The first of the three is referred to as individualism versus 

collectivism, and it concerns the nature of the relations between the individual and the group.  In 

its essence, it deals with the way people view the concept of “self”.  In collectivistic cultures, self 

is more likely considered as an inclusive concept in that one’s identity is a function of the 

collective, or (in)group.  This collective might vary substantially in terms of who is included, 

from the family to the community, and even the nation to some degree.  Put differently, the more 

collectivistic a culture is, the larger the ingroup and the more cohesive it might be.  Considering 

the others in the ingroup is by nature at the forefront of any cognitive assessments.  In 

individualistic cultures, self is more likely considered to consist of the individual person. 

 People from individualistic cultures tend to emphasize personal accomplishments, career 

progress, and competitiveness.  They tend to develop many relationships, but they are more 

pragmatic and utilitarian in nature, rather than relationships for relationship’s sake or for 

emotional support.  They also are likely to defend their personal interests. 

 Collectivistic cultures, on the other hand, tend to be characterized by cooperation and 

supportiveness, having a more “we”-oriented mentality.  Confrontation is taboo, and extreme 



care is often given to saving face and reputation both for oneself and for others.  A direct 

challenge to another person’s idea or practice can be an affront. 

Cultural tightness-looseness.  Cultural tightness and looseness refers to the degree to which 

social norms are clearly understood and consistently imposed.  Tightness results in (and possibly 

from a need for) order and predictability, and people are less tolerant of ambiguity.  In tight 

cultures, there is greater structure to social behaviors and interactions, and accompanying 

sanctions for violating norms.  The lead character in the play “The Fiddler on the Roof”, Tevye, 

described a tight culture, saying “Every man knows who he is, and what God expects of him.”  

In loose cultures, a broader scope of behavioral patterns is acceptable, fewer sanctions are 

available or useful, thus behavior is less constrained.  Also, in loose cultures, individuals are left 

to find their own identity, rather than being defined in terms of the norms and expectations of the 

social systems in which they are embedded.  They are more likely to “search for their identity,” 

or ask themselves “Who am I?”  These differences do not imply what the acceptable behaviors or 

sanctions might be, only that the standards and sanctions exist, are clear, and are consistently 

enforced (i.e., supported).  The four aspects of this variable include how clear they are, how 

many there are, how broadly defined they are, and how tolerant others are of deviation (Gelfand, 

et al., 20xx). 

Hierarchy-egalitarianism.  This variable has also been termed “Power Distance” by Hofstede () 

and others.  It concerns the level of inequality that is acceptable in a social system.  It has to do 

with the notion of assigned roles or status, or the lack of them.  In hierarchical cultures, people 

are generally accepting of their “lot in life”, and tend to be content to fulfill that prescribed 

image.  Rigid social structures and organizational forms are typical.  In egalitarian cultures, the 



notion of self determination is much stronger, and people are seen as equals.  People are more 

likely to believe that they move up and down the social ladder.   

 It may serve our purposes well to note that these are internal beliefs, not necessarily what 

is espoused.  While people may verbally espouse equality, for example, the socio economic 

system prohibits upward mobility, and they may say “I’m just a …” to cope with status 

ambivalence. 

Locations of Costa Rica and the United States 

US: Individualistic, Loose, and Somewhat Hierarchical 

 In most reports, the United States is the most extreme in terms of individualism, and all 

others fall from there toward collectivism and a decreasing focus on the individual self.  People 

from the United States are much more likely to relocate for a job, leave home and live in other 

regions, focus on career goals, and have family breakups related to outside activities such as 

careers, other relations, and so forth. 

 The United States is also rather loose, and people are less constrained by social norms.  

They witness substantial liberties in terms of exhibiting varied behavioral patterns, and their 

acceptance.  “Tolerance” is an increasingly strong value, and it is related to looseness. 

 Perhaps to the surprise of many, the United States also is above average toward the 

hierarchy end of the hierarchy-egalitarian scale.  In many ways egalitarian norms characterize 

US culture, as is manifest in concepts like “you can be anything you want to be” and “all men are 

created equal.”  In practice, however, there are clear sociological lines dividing socioeconomic 

strata, and organizations tend to be quite hierarchical in form and practice.  Arguing with 

superiors in the workplace, for example, might result in termination for insubordination.  Along 



the scale between hierarchy and egalitarianism, the US is about three-fourths of the way toward 

hierarchy. 

Costa Rica: Centrally Located – More Collectivistic, Tight, and Egalitarian Than US 

 Overall, Costa Rica is fairly in the middle on all cultural variables.  There are notable 

contrasts that can be drawn however, and these can prove interesting. 

 Costa Rica is much more collectivistic than the United States, but less so than some other 

cultural areas, such as the Asian cultures.  The integrity of the family unit is more important than 

in the US, but affairs outside marriage are commonplace.  This is likely due to a variety of 

factors, including that they are an emotive, warm people.  Indeed, family and the ingroup are 

much more important than productivity or punctuality.  Family activities and vacations are 

common, and families are diligent about maintaining contact.  Another manifestation of their 

more collectivistic character is their sense of national pride.  They proudly refer to themselves as 

“Ticos” and can be disparaging of other Latin countries. 

 Ticos also have a much tighter culture than does the US.  Indeed, their warmth and 

engaging nature notwithstanding, there is a host of cultural nuances to which individualistic 

Americans are likely oblivious.  Social situations follow distinct protocols that North Americans 

probably will violate.  Fortunately, they know that, and expect them to.  Such behavior from 

outsiders, however, is likely to keep them in the outgroup.  Interestingly, as one moves about in 

Costa Rica, finding behaviors that are outside what might be expected for social order and 

harmony are commonplace.  To illustrate, cutting in lines or cutting off other drivers in traffic, 

moving one’s possessions that mark a seat in a public setting, and the like, are readily forgiven.  

Even though the majority may not engage such behaviors, a substantial portion of the populace 

does.  While this might be considered as evidence of a loose culture, it is more likely that they 



are highly nonconfrontational.  While Ticos generally disapprove of theft of their own property, 

petty theft is rife. 

 Furthermore, Ticos are very non-judgmental, and there is little in the way of critical 

evaluation of others’ behaviors, especially compared to the US tendency to be judgmental and 

evaluative.  This is manifest in a couple notable ways.  First is the tolerance for behaviors that 

deviate from norms, such as cutting in lines, as mentioned above.  Another is the challenge of 

accountability.  Whereas accountability of behavior is considered a universal social norm, the 

level of influence it has on people may vary substantially.  Costa Ricans are generally less 

affected by answerability, and use deflecting comments like “maybe tomorrow” or “Si Dios 

quiere” (i.e., “If God wants, it will happen). 

 On the hierarchy-egalitarian variable, Costa Rica is somewhat more egalitarian, being 

near the middle of the scale compared to other cultures around the world.  Obedience and 

obligation to outgroup members are not likely to have much meaning in everyday affairs.   

When Cultures Collide 

 It takes little effort to envision a variety of challenges when cultures collide.  In work 

settings, people from the US may get frustrated at an apparent lack of responsiveness from Ticos.  

In turn, Ticos may become equally put off by the US tendency to focus on such impersonal 

criteria such as productivity and profit at the expense of relationships and the social environment.  

Similarly, the notion of “quality of life” is likely to represent two entirely different concepts.  For 

Ticos, it may mean quality of family relations and leisure, while in the US it more likely means 

material well being and security.  It is quite likely that conversations between individuals from 

each culture might result in one person saying one thing, but the other hearing radically different 

things, even using the same words. 



 In this paper, we have set forth a platform for understanding differences among cultures 

in general, then viewed Costa Rica and the United States from that platform.  This platform can 

be readily used to assess cultural differences for any combination of cultures, providing a means 

to begin understanding one another in a shrinking world.   

 In a subsequent article, we will extend that platform to explore substantive differences 

between Costa Rica and the US, and also contrast specific features of the two cultures in order to 

help us better manage relations across them.  For example, we will discuss how “Circles versus 

Lines” provides one metaphor for differences, and provide specific situations we faced when our 

cultures collided. 


