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♦ Dimensions of
Culture Differences

While there are many and varied patterns of
cultural difference that can be identified,
Harris and colleagues (2004) offered a
useful framework of 10 “culture general”
dimensions of cultural difference that often
can make a difference in our effectiveness in
interacting with people from different cul-
tural communities: (1) sense of self and space,
(2) communication and language, (3) dress
and appearance, (4) food and feeding habits,
(5) time and time consciousness, (6) rela-
tionships, (7) values and norms, (8) beliefs
and attitudes, (9) learning, and (10) work
habits and practices. The underlying inter-
cultural development continuum that is
assessed by the IDI posits that individuals
and groups have a greater or lesser capability
to perceive differences between themselves
and others that are “culturally grounded.”

DEVELOPMENTAL AND
TRAILING ISSUES

The IDI assesses a respondent’s or group’s
primary orientation toward cultural differ-
ences (such as intercultural conflict styles;
Hammer, see Chapter 17, this volume;
Hammer, 2005) along this developmental
continuumoutlinedinFigure16.1.Inaddition,
the IDI profile indicates key developmental,

or “leading,” issues that directly face the
respondent that, when systematically
addressed, can result in further progression
along the continuum. Also, the IDI profile
identifies “trailing” issues that are currently
holding back the respondent or group from
moving further along the developmental
continuum. These trailing issues represent
unresolved aspects associated with an earlier
orientation. In this sense, the IDI profile
identifies an individual’s or group’s primary
orientation but also reflects the individual’s
experience of cultural differences in terms of
the degree to which the respondent has
resolved issues associated with earlier (and
less complex) perspectives toward cultural
differences. It also indicates the immediate
challenges the individual faces in further
developing a deeper set of perceptions and
consequently a more complex experience of
cultural diversity.

WHAT ARE THE CORE
ORIENTATIONS TOWARD
CULTURAL DIFFERENCES?

The intercultural development contin-
uum identifies five core orientations that
reflect a distinct set of perceptions and
experiences around cultural differences.
Movement along the continuum begins with
the more monocultural orientations of
denial and polarization (defense/reversal),
through a more transitional mindset of
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minimization, to the more intercultural or
global mindsets of acceptance and adapta-
tion. The capability to more deeply shift
cultural perspective and adapt behavior to
cultural context is most fully realized through
the orientation of adaptation.

The monocultural orientations of denial
and polarization (defense/reversal) reflect a
view that “one’s own culture is central to real-
ity” (M. J. Bennett, 1993, p. 30) and is,
therefore, more ethnocentric in the way
individuals perceive and experience cultural
diversity. At the other end of the develop-
ment continuum lie the intercultural orien-
tations of acceptance and adaptation. These
orientations reflect a sense that one’s own
cultural patterns are “not any more central to
reality than any other culture,” that cultural
differences need to be understood relative to
one another, and culturally based actions and
behavior must be seen within a specific
cultural context (M. J. Bennett, 1993, p. 46).
Between the more monocultural mindset
and the intercultural orientations is mini-
mization. Minimization is a transitional state
between the more ethnocentric orientations
of denial and polarization (defense/reversal)
and the more intercultural states of accep-
tance and adaptation (M. J. Bennett, 2004;
Hammer et al., 2003).

To add to the explanations in Chapter 8,
the earliest developmental state is that of
denial. Denial is most reflective of dominant
culture individuals who have sparse experi-
ence with people from different cultural
backgrounds. As a result, they often have a
limited, stereotypic set of perceptions of the
cultural “other.” Other cultures and the
differences they bring into social interaction
are typically not recognized. Further, a denial
orientation maintains a sense of disinterest
and even avoidance of cultural diversity. In
contrast, nondominant culture members are
less likely to maintain a denial orientation
toward cultural diversity, as these members
often need to deal with cultural differences
(in terms of the dominant group’s practices)

within the larger society. Denial represents a
low level of capability for understanding
cultural differences and adapting to these dif-
ferences (which are likely to go unnoticed).

Denial in an organization can be
expressed in terms of emphasizing the need
for newly hired “diverse” members to fit in
the culture of the company, the offer to help
diverse members “learn the organization,”
and an overemphasis on maintaining his-
torically derived core values and practices.
The primary issue to be resolved is to begin
to notice and confront cultural differences
(M. J. Bennett, 2004; Hammer, 2007).
This process begins to establish a set of cat-
egories for understanding cultural diversity.

Unfortunately, these emerging categories
often take the form of stereotypes. It is this
developmental process that typically leads an
individual to adapt a more polarization
(defense/reversal) orientation. A second
factor that moves individuals from denial to
polarization is that as more people from dif-
ferent culture groups move into one’s com-
munity or organization, the need to increase
interaction with people from these different
groups arises.

This creates conditions for the emer-
gence of polarization, a judgmental orienta-
tion grounded in a sense of “us” and “them.”
A polarization orientation can take the form
of a defense or reversal perspective. Defense
is an orientation in which perceptions are
polarized in terms of “us versus them,”
where “our” ways of doing things are seen as
superior to the way things are done in other
cultural communities. There can also be a
sense of denigration toward other cultural
patterns. Overall, cultural differences are
experienced as divisive and threatening.
Cultural difference is seen as an obstacle to
be overcome, and this sense of superiority
can lead to overconfidence and a view that
“our” way of doings things is the best way.

In an organization, defense can manifest
itself in terms of an insistence that “minori-
ties need to figure out how to get things done
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in this organization” and an assumption that
the goal of diversity efforts should be to help
diverse members adopt our ways (with little
awareness of the need or value of adapting to
the ways of other, diverse groups).

A distinct orientation—yet a variation
within polarization is that of reversal.
Reversal, as the name implies, polarizes cul-
tural differences into “us and them” but
reverses that polarization, where the cultural
practices and values of the “other cultural
group” are viewed as superior to one’s own
culture.Thiscantaketheformof“goingnative”
or “passing.” Unlike defense, however, rever-
sal consists of generally positive evaluations
toward other cultures. However, these evalu-
ations are also stereotypic and reflect little
deeper cultural understanding of the other
cultural community. In reversal, individuals
are often uncritical toward other cultural
practices and overly critical toward their own
group. As such, they may idealize or romanti-
cize the other culture (M. J. Bennett, 2004).

Whether polarization is more defense
or reversal, the key resolution issue is to
recognize the stereotypic nature of one’s
perceptions and experience of the other
culture and to actively identify commonal-
ities between one’s own views, needs, and
goals and that of the other.

Thiseffort at focusingonsharedcommon-
alities (rather than what is experienced from a
defense/reversal orientation as divisive differ-
ences) creates the conditions for the emer-
gence of minimization—an orientation in
which cultural difference is subsumed into
more culturally familiar categories (M. J.
Bennett, 2004). Minimization is a state
whereby an individual may well be familiar
withdifferentculturesandawareofdifferences
in cultural patterns (e.g., values, beliefs, com-
munication styles). However, the approach
taken in minimization toward these recog-
nized cultural differences is to focus on more
unifying frameworks within which the cultural
differences may be better understood—albeit
understood largely from one’s own cultural

perspective. A minimization perspective is able
to recognize some patterns of cultural differ-
ence; but the orientation emphasizes dealing
with these identified differences through a
commonality lens that can mask underlying
differences. Typical commonality frameworks
can include an over-application of human
(i.e., physical, psychological) similarity as well
as universal values and principles.

For dominant group members, this
emphasis on commonalities (generated
largely from one’s own cultural framework)
may mask a deeper awareness of “privilege”
and may lead to an overestimation of one’s
own cultural sensitivity or competence. For
nondominant members, the experience of
minimization can be different. That is, often
nondominant members are aware of how
privilege functions in the community and
organization. Minimization therefore func-
tions more as strategy for getting things done
within a dominant cultural context. This can
take the form, for instance, of “go along to get
along.” In this sense, minimization (the use
of commonality strategies) is a way to focus
attention away from deeper cultural differ-
ences to accomplish some set of goals (e.g.,
maintain cordial relations in the workplace).

At the organizational level, minimization
tends to pursue efforts at structural integra-
tion and equity concerns and elimination
of bias, prejudice, and discrimination. This is
accomplished by establishing common poli-
cies, practices, and universal principles and
values in the organization that clearly spell
out the firm’s commitment and activities to
eliminatecultural, ethnic,gender,age, sexual
orientation, and other group stereotypes and
discriminatory behavior. Clearly these goals
support improved intercultural relations.
Nevertheless, they do not adequately address
issues focused on valuing diversity and, even
less, on adapting to cultural differences.

The issue for resolution in minimization
is to deepen understanding of one’s own cul-
ture (cultural self-awareness) and to increase
understanding of culture-general and
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specific frameworks for making sense (and
more fully attending to) culture differences.

Resolution of this core minimization issue
creates conditions for progression into an
acceptance orientation—that is, as individuals
begin to more deeply explore cultural differ-
ences, they recognize that these cultural
patterns need to be understood from the
perspective of the other culture. As this
develops, an appreciation of the complexity
of cultural differences arises. From this
vantage point, individuals are now able to
experience their own cultural patterns of
perception and behavior as one of a number
of different but equally complex sets of per-
ceptions and behavioral patterns. Acceptance,
therefore, involves increased self-reflexiveness
in which one is able to experience others as
both different from oneself yet equally human.

Individuals at the acceptance level are
typically curious and interested in cultural
differences and committed to the cultural
diversity agenda. However, while they rec-
ognize and acknowledge the relevance of
culture and cultural context, they are
unclear on how to appropriately adapt to
cultural difference. Within an organization,
acceptance reflects a genuine desire to learn
about and adapt to cultural differences.

The main issue of resolution for an accep-
tance orientation concerns value or ethical
relativity. As Milton J. Bennett (2004) com-
ments, “to accept the relativity of values to
cultural context (and thus to attain the
potential to experience the world as orga-
nized by different values), you need to figure
out how to maintain ethical commitment in
the face of such relativity” (p. 69). In other
words, the primary task for further develop-
ment is to reconcile the “relativistic” stance
that aids understanding of cultural differ-
ences without giving up one’s own cultural
values and principles. Movement through
acceptance therefore involves deepening
one’s perceptions of other cultures, demon-
strating a willingness to understand different
(and even abhorrent) cultural practices from

that other cultural perspective, and an
increased capability to weigh one’s own cul-
tural values alongside the values from the
other cultural perspective in such as way as to
makeethical judgments inwhichculturaldif-
ferences are fully taken into consideration.
These judgments are made, however, not by
employing completely culturally relativistic
criteria (i.e., what is judged good in another
culture should remain so), but rather
employing reflective consideration of one’s
cultural values and those of the other group
that ultimately address the existential ques-
tion, “What kind of world do we want to live
in?” As Milton J. Bennett (2004) com-
ments, “resolution of the issue of value rela-
tivity and commitment allows you to take the
perspective of another culture without losing
your own perspective” (p. 70).

As this occurs, conditions for the emer-
gence of adaptation arise. Adaptation involves
the capability of shifting perspective to
another culture and adapting behavior
according to cultural context. Adaptation
involves the capability to at least partially take
the perspective of one or more cultures,
bridgebetweendifferentcultural systems, and
change behavior in culturally appropriate and
authentic ways (Hammer, 2007). Adaptation
is characterized by an increased repertoire of
cultural frameworksandbehaviorsavailable to
reconcile unity and diversity goals and a sense
that one’s living in a multicultural world
demands intercultural competence (perfor-
mance in adaptation). Within organizations,
adaptation orientations encourage the devel-
opment of intercultural competence/
adaptation among all members. Further,
domestic and international cultural differ-
encesareoftenusedasaresourceformulticul-
tural teams and the organization as a whole.

The major issue to resolve in adaptation is
how to maintain an authentically competent
intercultural experience—one in which sub-
stantial cognitive frame shifting and behav-
ioral code shifting is occurring such that an
individual is able to experience the world in
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ways that approximate the experience of the
cultural “other.”

Theobviousquestionarises,“Howcanyou
have the same experience of someone who is
fromanotherculture?”Ofcourse, theanswer
to this phrasing of the question must be, “I
cannot have the same cultural experience
as you do because I am not you nor am I a
member of your cultural community.” Yet
this prompts the more important question:
“Can you develop a perceptual set of cate-
gories of cultural difference as a new lens
within which to sufficiently shift your per-
spective and adapt behavior to a culturally dif-
ferent context in ways that allow you to
approximate the cultural experience of the
other?” The answer to this question is yes.
After all, many, many individuals achieve just
this level of adaptation—we often call this
being bicultural or multicultural. That is, the
individual possesses a deep capacity to experi-
ence the world from two or more different
cultural platforms. In short, they are authen-
tically able to shift perspective and adapt
behavior to cultural context. In this sense, to
demonstratecomplex interculturalcompetence
is grounded in this adaptation capability.

Being bicultural/multicultural in adapta-
tion does not suggest, however, that the indi-
vidual also has developed a bi/multicultural
identity. Indeed, the development of such an
expanded identity “does not represent a sig-
nificant improvement in intercultural
competence” (M. J. Bennett, 2004, p. 72).

THE DISTINCTIVENESS
OF CULTURAL IDENTITY

The IDI also assesses, as a separate and
distinct dimension from those orientations
placed along the developmental continuum,
the degree of cultural disengagement an
individual or group possesses. Cultural dis-
engagement reflects a sense of being discon-
nected and not feeling fully a part of one’s
cultural group (Hammer, 2007). This sense

of cultural alienation from one’s own cul-
tural group can arise from any number of
experiences, including significant adapta-
tion to one or more cultures. In this latter
case, Bennett and Bennett (2004) suggested
that “at some point, their sense of cultural
identity may have been loosed from any par-
ticular mooring, and they need to reestab-
lish identity in a way that encompasses their
broadened experience. In so doing, their
identities become ‘marginal’ to any one cul-
ture” (p. 157; see also J. M. Bennett, 1993).4

It is important to recognize, however, that
cultural disengagement may arise from any
number of other experiences—experiences
that are not grounded in the developmental
stateofadaptation.Forexample, culturaldis-
engagement may derive from an individual’s
collective experience of being rejected or
made to feel deviant from his/her own cul-
tural group. When this occurs, the individual
may have the experience of alienation from
his or her own group. This sense of cultural
disengagement does not necessarily mean,
therefore, that the individual is functioning
at thedevelopmentallycomplex levelofadap-
tation. In fact, the individual may have lim-
ited experience with other cultural groups
and therefore likely will not feel stuck
between two cultural identities.

From the perspective of the intercultural
development continuum, cultural disen-
gagement is not developmentally a core ori-
entation. Cultural disengagement as
assessed by the IDI is therefore an indepen-
dent dimension of one’s experiences around
cultural identification but is not an orienta-
tion that falls along the intercultural devel-
opment (competence) continuum described
in Figure 16.1.

To conclude, the IDI measures a number
ofcoreorientationstowardculturaldifference
along an intercultural development contin-
uum. These orientations range from more
monocultural mindsets (denial, polarization,
defense, reversal) through minimization to
more intercultural mindsets (acceptance,


