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From Cultural Chameleons to Competitive Acceptance:  

Teaching Cross-Cultural Management in the Real World 

 

ABSTRACT 

In today’s global economy, we constantly have to rethink educational approaches to cross-cultural 

management teaching in order to fit them to increasing global competition. In the face of 

problems for managers and students in transferring their own cross-cultural knowledge to 

practical situations, some of the teaching techniques of the past have turned out to be 

inappropriate. In this context, this conceptual paper develops an alternative framework for cross-

cultural management teaching that exceeds the prevailing logic of cross-cultural adaptation. In 

order to improve the cultural intelligence outcomes of cross-cultural management courses, it 

recommends replacing what could be labeled chameleon teaching strategies by the more 

differentiated logic of Competitive Acceptance (CA). By reducing the complexity of how to bring 

together cross-cultural management and strategic management, the CA-Matrix aims to improve 

the teaching of cross-cultural management and to stimulate theory-based management behavior in 

the real world. 

 

Keywords: International Management, Cross-Cultural Management Teaching, Competitive 

Acceptance 
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THE NEVER-ENDING CHALLENGE: COVERING CULTURAL DIVERSITY IN A 

MANAGEMENT COURSE 

Teaching cross-cultural management is a standard element in most international management 

courses (e.g., Cant, 2004; Kwok & Arpan, 1994; 2002). Students of all levels from bachelor 

students to MBA students are expected to reflect and to understand the intercultural differences 

between countries. While bachelor students should be able to address the fundamental set of 

problems related with cross-cultural management, advanced master students should acquire cross-

cultural competence. MBA students should be able to transfer their cross-cultural knowledge into 

practice: they are expected to cope with critical cross-cultural incidents and cultural conflicts in 

order to develop a satisfactory, successful relationship with business partners from other 

countries. 

 In our modern world of globalized media, foreign countries come automatically into our 

view: international news, imported TV series and formats from other countries (e.g., Elasmar, 

2003), and worldwide information over social media at the click of a mouse contribute to the 

impression of a cosmopolitan normality (e.g., Pichler, 2012), in which everything is known and 

familiar. International tourism brings people of all ages into direct touch with people from other 

cultures. Cultural diversity is everyday reality, and globalization a ubiquitous issue. 

 Being socialized like this and educated in a globalized environment, students mostly 

consider cross-cultural topics as interesting and maybe even fun. However, they seldom see cross-

cultural management as a complicated task. For them, it seems easy to transfer all their “global” 
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experience into global management: dealing with foreign partners will certainly work somehow, 

and once the introductory cross-cultural management course unfolds its leverage effect, most 

cross-cultural traps certainly seem to be avoidable. Therefore, cross-cultural courses are usually 

ranked as easy courses rather than important ones. In all these perceptions, undergraduates do not 

differ from managers in executive education programs: they usually consider themselves to be 

definitely able to cope with cultural diversity. Summing up, knowledge about appropriate cross-

cultural behavior in specific country-settings is perceived as sufficiently existing and well 

founded to such a degree that the effectiveness of any later application is not called into question. 

 This good feeling of dealing successfully with other cultures becomes even more intensive 

when cultural intelligence as an integrative concept is introduced. This claims that a “general” 

cultural intelligence fits all countries and can be learned as an individual competence (e.g., 

Bennett, 1986: 125–129; Dinges & Baldwin, 1996: 114). Cultural intelligence is defined as “an 

individual’s capability to function and manage effectively in culturally diverse settings” (Ang & 

van Dyne, 2008: 3). As a multidimensional construct, it is linked back to cognitive, physical, and 

emotional/motivational dimensions (Ang & van Dyne, 2008; Earley & Mosakowski, 2004). In 

particular, cultural intelligence as a distinct leadership competence influences the behavior of 

employees in culturally diverse work environments (e.g., Groves & Feyerherm, 2011). Teaching 

programs on cultural intelligence (e.g., Kok-Yee, van Dyne, & Ang, 2009) reflect diverse cross-

cultural settings, concentrating on similarities and differences, and teach how to best meet other 

countries’ particularities. 
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 However, there is a problem in the reality of international management practice. Research 

in cross-cultural communication (e.g., Ting-Toomey, 1999), in cross-cultural negotiations (e.g., 

Cellich & Jain, 2003; Salacuse, 1991; 1998; 2003), and in cross-cultural collaboration (e.g., 

Barmeyer & Mayrhofer, 2008; Kirkman & Shapiro, 1997; Lipnack & Stamps, 1999; Salk & 

Brannen, 2000) shows that the risk of conflict and failure in these aspects of cross-cultural 

management is very high. This holds in particular true for international projects (e.g., Kealey, 

Protheroe, MacDonald, & Vulpe, 2006), international team structures (e.g., Segalla, 1998), and 

international assignments (e.g., McKenna, Ducharme, & Budworth, 2009). Failure and frustration 

arise when incorrect assumptions about foreign cultures are made, when one’s own influence is 

overestimated, especially when stereotypes are acted out (e.g., Fadil, 1995; Forgas, 1976) or not 

reflected (e.g., Adler & Gundersen, 2008), or when behavioral signals are misinterpreted (e.g., 

Hall & Noguchi, 1993). Mostly, this occurs because of ethnocentric behavior, as international 

political conflicts (e.g., Fetscher, 1980) nicely illustrate. 

 A different problem arises in business schools (e.g., Blasco, 2009: 179–181; Osland et al., 

2004: 129). Although for these students cultural issues seem to be attractive at first glance, the 

underlying concepts of culture are perceived to be rather vague, abstract, too complex, or 

oversimplified. Therefore, although students expect to gain deeper cultural knowledge, they are 

left with the feeling that practical applicability is missing. The undifferentiated way (e.g., Vaara 

& Faÿ, 2011: 28) in which theory is taught in some MBA courses without a clear linkage to 

practice (e.g., Leavitt, 1989: 38) results in frustration. “Some students regarded culture almost as 

a necessary evil to be learned on a need-to-know-basis only, and which should not steal valuable 

time from economics – the ‘real’ subject matter of business studies” (Blasco, 2009: 181). 
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 It is not surprising that problems in business-related teaching effectiveness occur when we 

see that most cross-cultural management issues are in practice taught by language teachers, 

psychologists, or sociologists, but only few by intercultural trained management specialists or by 

management professors from organizational behavior or human resource management. Therefore, 

cross-cultural management teachers often have cross-cultural skills but a blind spot on the 

management rationale. This explains why if cross-cultural management competence should be 

taught beyond trivialization, many teachers do not have real didactic choices. Because there is 

still a lack of a convincing underlying logic that is able to bring together the basic rationale of 

cross-cultural management behavior with the strategic behavior of firms, it is comprehensible that 

there must also be a lack of adequate teaching methods and teaching tools. 

 Taking this together, it seems that there is a deficit not only in research and consulting, but 

also in management education. Approaching this problem for teaching cultural diversity and 

abstracting from individual cases, this leads to the following questions. Is there any up-to-date 

theory for appropriate cross-cultural management teaching, rooted both in modern competitive 

management theory and in intercultural theory? Are there related teaching tools aiming at well-

reflected coping strategies for intercultural interaction in practice? And is there any approach 

available for the application of teaching outcomes in international human resource management? 

 The objective of this paper is to suggest a way to improve cross-cultural management 

teaching methods so that they are explicitly linked to the current challenges in global competition 

and become more receptible and more applicable for students. In order to strengthen the learning 

outcome of cross-cultural management courses, we will introduce a teaching framework that is 
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able to provide a more differentiated look at intercultural interaction and increase the probability 

of success in cross-cultural management practice if applied. 

 

THE CHAMELEON APPROACH: WHEN IN ROME DO AS THE ROMANS DO 

Our literature review on cultural intelligence in business and on cross-cultural management shows 

that current cross-cultural management teaching reflects a traditional pattern of understanding 

based on assimilation. 

Culture-Bound Instead of Culture-Free 

At the starting point of economic globalization, the proponents of the culture-free thesis (e.g., 

Hickson, Hinings, McMillan, & Schwitter, 1974; Inkeles, 1960; Kerr, Dunlop, Harbison, & 

Myers, 1960) argued that patterns of organizational functioning are widely free of cultural 

influence. In this view, cross-cultural management teaching was considered not to be necessary 

because of the worldwide convergence of technologies. 

 It did not, however, take too long until the supporters of the culture-bound thesis (e.g., 

Beckmann, Menkhoff, & Suto, 2008; England, 1973; Farmer & Richman, 1965; Negandhi, 1973) 

stressed that different societies display distinct and relatively persistent cultures, meanings, 

widely shared patterns of thoughts, values, and manners. Empirical research (e.g., Child, 1981; 

Teigland, Chen, & Fey, 2009) considered culture to be an important organizational contingency in 

international business research. Today, it is broadly accepted that corporate performance in 

international management depends on the fit of strategy, structure, and culture (e.g., Adler & 
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Gundersen, 2008; Doz & Prahalad, 1984; Earley & Erez, 1997; Gerhart & Fang, 2005; Ghoshal & 

Nohria, 1993; Scholz, 1987; Taylor & Blake, 1991). On the teaching side, cross-cultural 

management teaching was introduced, taking into account cultural diversity as a decisive 

situational factor. Related teaching methods covered the whole range between international case 

studies and complex simulations of globally distant virtual teams (e.g., Osland et al., 2004). 

Hofstede’s Research as the Leading Paradigm 

In particular, the research of Hofstede (1980; 2001) contributes to the specification of the culture-

bound thesis. By characterizing most of the world’s countries along six cultural dimensions 

(Hofstede, Hofstede, & Minkov, 2010), it became possible to understand that there are significant 

cultural differences between countries and, moreover, to determine countries’ cultural profiles as 

well as the cultural distances between countries. In line with the research of Hofstede are – with 

several notable differences – the works of Hall (1976; Hall & Hall, 1990) and Trompenaars 

(1993; Hampden-Turner & Trompenaars, 1993) regarding national cultures as well as the 

GLOBE study (House, Hanges, Javidan, Dorfman, & Gupta, 2004), which compares leadership 

cultures internationally and which is seen as one of the “major cross-cultural research projects 

carried out in the 1990s” (Hofstede, 2006: 882). 

 Cross-cultural management teaching not only spread the insights from this research but also 

started to use the cultural dimensions in its teaching methods, for example exemplifying the 

respective values for individualism versus collectivism, uncertainty avoidance, or power distance 

in the context of the relationships between headquarters and subsidiaries, in country analyses, or 

in cases of market entry strategies. These teaching methods stabilized through research on 
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cultural convergence versus cultural divergence (e.g., Pudelko, Fink, Carr, & Wentges, 2006). 

While cultural divergence (e.g., Douglas & Craig, 2011; Scholz, 1991), cross-cultural differences 

(e.g., Brockner, 2003; Gehling, 2009; Scholz & Böhm, 2008), and diverse perspectives on them 

(e.g., Chen, Leung, & Chen, 2009) persist, they can serve as a basis for understanding the 

complexity of cross-cultural interaction (e.g., Cronjé, 2011). 

Assimilation as the Ultimate Agenda 

Even though it is not always transparently revealed or openly admitted, in cross-cultural 

management teaching, the dominant paradigmatic position behind the teaching methods, based on 

the Hofstedian paradigm, is the idea of cross-cultural assimilation (e.g., Brislin, 1993; Kim, 1988; 

Yamazaki & Kayes, 2004). Assimilation is seen as a result of the cross-cultural adaptation 

process and, therefore, as “the highest degree of adaptation theoretically conceivable” (Gudykunst 

& Kim, 2003: 360). According to Berry (1997: 9), assimilation occurs when individuals give up 

their minority cultures and adopt the cultural norms of the majority’s culture. In line with this, the 

focus of the traditional cross-cultural management teaching perspective towards assimilation lies 

in understanding other cultures by learning facts and training awareness and then on copying the 

host country’s behavioral patterns: “When in Rome do as the Romans do.” Although coming 

along with psychological challenges such as experienced identity conflict (e.g., Molinsky, 2007), 

this behavioral strategy contributes to minimizing intercultural conflict (e.g., Berry, 1997) and 

culture shock (e.g., Oberg, 1960) and to reducing management complexity (e.g., Bird & Osland, 

2004). Cross-cultural adaptation towards assimilation is supposed to increase firm performance 

by preventing individuals from norm and stereotype violation (e.g., Osland & Bird, 2000, Thomas 
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& Ravlin, 1995) and by increasing positive impression management (e.g., Leary, 1995; 

Schlenker, 1980) in interpersonal communication. 

 Critics argue that assimilation-directed teaching reflects a conceptual fallacy. In their view, 

there is hardly any student and “no such thing as a global manager” (Baruch, 2002: 36) who will 

be able to manage cross-cultural problems throughout the world based on a distinct set of 

individual qualities. They point out that “most people have relatively limited capacity for 

transferring a concept from an example case to a novel situation unless there is a specific 

discussion of the metacognitive strategies in the various teaching tools” (Earley & Peterson,
 
2004: 

104). Even more radically, Dean (2001), as an extreme opponent, believes that multicultural 

competence is a myth consistent with the belief that knowledge brings control and effectiveness, 

despite knowing that foreign culture continuously changes. Her consequence is to accept one’s 

cross-cultural incompetence without resistance as a given matter of fact. The main objective of 

cross-cultural learning, consequently, would be sovereignty following the postulation “be 

yourself” in order to avoid your own cultural competitive advantages being marginalized during 

the cross-cultural assimilation process. However, this critical position has not yet become 

prevalent in cross-cultural management teaching. Here, the postulation for cross-cultural 

assimilation persists, assuming that it is basically the right way to adopt the culture of the host 

country. We call this the chameleon approach. 

 Chameleons are partly able to change their skin color, and although the main purpose is to 

send signals such as anger or fear to other chameleons (e.g., Stuart-Fox & Moussalli, 2008), the 

common chameleon metaphor aims at the camouflage purpose, the ability to adapt to every 
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surrounding. Therefore, the chameleon approach of cross-cultural management teaching likewise 

aims at the education of persons who should later aim not to be discovered as strangers in foreign 

cultures. It basically tells us to take the road to assimilation and, in many cases, tells also how to 

do it using the findings of Hofstede (2001). The agreed method is to minimize cultural 

differences between partners from different countries and to get involved with one single cultural 

frame of reference. Students as well as teachers appreciate this: it is concise, it is simple, and it is 

communicable. Teaching like this gradually forms the students’ notion that they will one day be 

able to have everything under control in cross-cultural management. The chameleon approach is 

not only restricted to undergraduates – we also see it in executive training sessions (e.g., Costea, 

1999) and training for expatriates (e.g., Eschbach, Parker, & Stoeberl, 2001; Yamazaki & Kayes, 

2004). 

Competitive Advantage and Strategic Sovereignty as Missing Issues 

The chameleon approach results in severe problems. One of the criticisms is that it is unclear for 

managers whether their assimilating cross-cultural behavior on foreign markets is culturally 

intelligent and effective. In spite of the existing differences between countries, teaching suggests 

unvaryingly that being adaptive is beneficial (e.g., Gregory, Prifling, & Beck, 2009), even though 

strategic management researchers such as Porter (1980; 1990) and Hamel (1997) argue in favor of 

strategic differentiation rules. Strategic differentiation is applicable to the macro level (country), 

to the meso level (corporation), and to the micro level (individual). The underlying logic is 

always the same. 
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 The objective of companies in strategic management is to gain sustainable competitive 

advantage (e.g., Black & Boal, 1994; Coyne, 1986; Porter, 1985) that depends both on internal 

resources and on the institutional context (e.g., Oliver, 1997). Culture is part of this institutional 

context. In the wider perspective of competitive advantage, all issues of business ethics and 

managerial values, especially in cross-cultural management, become relevant triggers (e.g., 

Prasad Kanungo, 2006). Violations of cultural and ethical norms can damage competitive 

advantages and affect organizational outcomes (Robertson & Crittenden, 2003: 385). Although, 

however, strategic management is understood as embedded in various contexts and levels of 

activity and as temporally interconnected (e.g., Pettigrew, 1992: 9), strategic sovereignty is 

needed so that firms can define their strategies depending on their specific resource combinations. 

 Effective cross-cultural management requires more than a functional division of labor 

where strategic management would be responsible for the preparation of cross-cultural 

interaction, while cross-cultural management would be responsible for the practical 

implementation of this interaction strategy. Both management tasks are sides of the same coin. 

However, this simultaneity is neglected. 

 Apparently, cross-cultural management teaching and strategic management teaching take 

place in unconnected parallel universes. While cross-cultural management teaching tends to 

neglect the usefulness of difference, “today’s practice of global management goes far beyond 

romanticism into the hard realities of competition and profit” (Contractor, 1997: 2). Or as 

Donaldson (2002: 96) puts it: “However, for some presently popular theories, there is reason to 
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doubt that their role in management education is always beneficial, because the theories are 

incompatible with management education in various ways.” 

 

THE REALITY CHECK: WHAT GLOBAL COMPETITION IS REALLY ALL ABOUT 

The traditional “chameleon” methods of cross-cultural management teaching are field-tested and 

teaching processes are well evaluated (e.g., Kinast, 1998), but – this can be stated in advance – 

from the managerial side, they mostly lack empirical substance in respect to goal attainment in 

specific cultural settings, as a reality check will illustrate. 

Starting with Some Data 

In a classroom setting, at this point of argumentation, cross-cultural management teaching would 

confront students as well as practitioners with some empirical data in the sense of a wake-up call. 

Such data can be taken from numerous empirical studies. We take exemplarily data from the 

Global Performance Project (GPP) (Scholz & Stein, 1997a; 1997b; study design described in 

Appendix 1). Based on conceptual research in cross-cultural management, on the configuration 

approach (e.g., Miller & Friesen, 1984), and on the strategic fit approach (e.g., Venkatraman, 

1989), this research compounds a cross-national management comparison and management 

effectiveness in different countries to a cross-cultural “analyse sociétale” (Maurice, 1989) by 

combining an empirical survey performed by a mixed-national research team on 242 large 

companies in 11 countries with a broad triangulation process, analyzing secondary country 

studies from about 30 countries. 
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 Table 1 highlights the strength of different cultural orientations as they were found in 

corporations in different countries. Taken together as a profile, the cultural orientations in every 

country represent the pattern of prevalent corporate culture of corporations with their home bases. 

This information on the prevalent cultural behavior could have also been derived from other 

empirical studies. 

------------------------------- 

Insert Table 1 about here 

------------------------------- 

 Looking at Table 1 and being acculturated by research in the style of Hofstede and others, 

students in universities as well as on Executive MBA programs immediately understand the 

meaning of these findings. Countries differ in their cultural profiles. For example, in Austria 

corporations as well as the employees within them are much less risk-oriented than in France. 

This is easy to understand, makes students and managers happy, and explains reality. And – again 

acculturated by Hofstede and others – both students and managers know exactly what to do when 

they are confronted with these cultures in a business setting: They apply their knowledge of cross-

cultural assimilation to the data of the countries. In cross-cultural management with Austria, they 

would have to anticipate risk aversion and avoid risky strategies compared with France where 

risky strategies are more culturally accepted. Likewise, because the US is more short-term-

oriented than Germany, the appropriate strategy should be to adapt to each country accordingly. 

Summing it up, they are trained to become chameleons and they act as chameleons. And basically 

they are satisfied with that, since this seems to be an easy-to-follow strategy for cross-cultural 

management practice that requires little intellectual capacity. 
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 Moving on with the teaching, we use correlations between the cultural dimensions and 

performance. In the case of data from the Global Performance Study (Table 2), corporate 

performance is measured by monetary and non-monetary performance indicators. For the 

argumentation on cross-cultural management teaching, just the means of the cultural dimensions 

and the correlations with performance are necessary. 

------------------------------- 

Insert Table 2 about here 

------------------------------- 

 Some observations are easily and intuitively understood. For instance, in Austria customer 

orientation is extremely high and shows a positive significant correlation with performance. This 

means that following the prevalent culture in Austria, namely being customer-oriented, obviously 

pays off. 

 But when looking at other countries, patterns occur that contradict the chameleon 

knowledge that has been taught in cross-cultural management teaching. These patterns cause 

severe irritation, as an example from the meso level shows. In the USA, which is normally said to 

be short-term-oriented (e.g., Hofstede, Hofstede, & Minkov, 2010: 240), the short-term 

orientation of corporations is negatively correlated with performance. In other words, the more 

short-term-oriented corporations, the less effective they are – and this is definitely not what 

Hofstede and others from the school of chameleons are teaching. The traditional theories-in-use 

are obviously inappropriate when further contextualization is missing. 
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Looking at Europe, especially Greece 

Students’ irritation in the classroom can even be increased by looking at specific cases, one of 

them being the international economic and financial crisis at the macro level. In Europe, Greece 

and other countries since 2009 have faced a very severe economic crisis, which at the time of 

writing this article still bears the risk of national bankruptcy. The combination of the global 

financial crisis (e.g., Tett, 2009; Woods, 2009) with governments spending beyond their means 

led to high public debts in relation to GDP (e.g., Paris, Dedes, & Lampridis, 2011). However, for 

a longer time, Greece reported beautified economic statistics in order to become and stay a 

member of the European monetary union (Eurozone). Now, Greece is going through a 

fundamental, painful, and open-ended economic restructuration process. 

 On Hofstede’s cultural dimensions, Greece has the following indices (Hofstede, Hofstede, 

& Minkov 2010: 58, 96, 142, 192, 257, 283): Power distance index (PDI) = 60, individualism 

index (IND) = 35, masculinity index (MAS) = 57, uncertainty avoidance index (UAI) = 112 

which is ranked first of all countries, long-term orientation index (LTO) = 45, and indulgence 

versus restraint index (IVR) = 50. 

 But can the Greek economic crisis be explained by the score “112” on the uncertainty 

avoidance dimension in combination with low individualism (i.e., high collectivism)? It could be 

argued that Greece invested so much effort in beautifying the economic statistics only to stay in 

the certainty of the safe Eurozone, feeling comfortable and immunizing themselves in collective 

nepotism, which is an explosive mixture but still works. However, the economic crisis shows that 

this behavior along the cultural dimensions has not been effective in the long run. Moreover, what 
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would “behaving according to the Greek culture” mean for a foreign manager (meso level) doing 

business in Greece? Can “do it the Greek way in Greece” really be linked to effectiveness? 

Should Greece follow the culture of Greece? Should companies follow that pattern? And even 

more, do effective Greek companies follow this cultural pattern themselves? 

Thinking about Asia, especially China 

In order to put the overall question of meaning in the classroom, the difficulties for Americans 

and Europeans to understand Asian countries at the micro level can serve as a further illustration. 

Teaching cross-cultural management for Asia means, for example, learning how the Japanese 

hand over their business cards (with both hands), how Japanese negotiate (more implicit trust-

building than explicit bargaining), or how important face is in China (nobody should lose his 

face). Adaptation, therefore, can be reached on the behavioral surface. 

 But what about cross-cultural distance at the level of cultural values? If a Chinese teaches 

Chinese business negotiating styles to Western corporate managers (e.g., Fang, 1998) and openly 

reveals the Chinese socio-cultural understanding of their history, politics, philosophy, and 

strategic positioning, it becomes apparent that the Western idea of assimilation might be very 

dangerous. Chinese negotiators know the Western assimilation strategies to Chinese culture very 

well and take advantage of them. They anticipate the assimilation strategies of their Western 

business partners and optimize their entrapment. Against this background, even Western 

facework behavior training needs to consider cultural differences (e.g., Oetzel, Garcia, & Ting-

Toomey, 2008). 
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 At the level of basic cultural assumptions, there are also cross-cultural distances. Taking the 

example of Americans and Chinese, they even differ in terms of the meaning of culture (e.g., 

Chow, Inn, & Szalay, 1987). This is analyzed with respect to the variation in the meaning of 

words and therefore the countries’ salient perceptions. Existing differences affect management 

styles, group orientation, or systems such as hierarchy and control. Therefore, are Americans at 

all able to adapt to the Chinese setting (and vice versa)? 

Research Deficit and Teaching Deficit 

At that point, students usually understand the problem associated with the pure chameleon 

approach. First, empirical data lead to irritation regarding understanding. Second, real cases lead 

to irritation regarding the direction for action. 

 Teaching the cross-cultural chameleon strategy does not solve the problems of cross-

cultural management in practice: it neither explains success or failure nor helps to cope with 

different cultures effectively. Chameleon-style cross-cultural management teaching is thus 

approaching its limits. Therefore, we need not only more research on the underlying cross-

cultural management logic, but also more research on cross-cultural management teaching. 
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COMBINING CULTURAL STRENGTH WITH EFFECTIVENESS: A SIMPLE MATRIX 

WITH INTERESTING POTENTIAL 

Summing up, there are two fundamentally different approaches in cross-cultural management: 

one is cultural adaptation in order to be accepted in the foreign culture, whereas the other one is 

strategic differentiation in order to be successful in competition. Teaching the integration of both 

is not trivial, but it reflects the challenge of reality. 

The Competitive Acceptance (CA)-Matrix as a Basic Structure 

Obviously, companies are effective because they follow some of the cultural dimensions of the 

country, but at the same time go against other cultural dimensions. Our core question is which 

cultural dimensions should be followed and which counteracted to be effective as a corporation? 

 Cross-cultural teaching can refer to two findings from the research of a given country-

specific culture. On one hand, we have the Hofstedian approach and the manifestation of a 

specific cultural dimension. For the sake of simplicity – and we do not need more complexity 

than that – we will scale it as low, medium, or high in relation to the other countries in the survey. 

On the other hand, we have the strategy–performance nexus, where we look at the correlations 

between these specific cultural dimensions and corporate performance, which is measured by a 

combination of objective and subjective effectiveness variables, both monetary and non-

monetary. Again for the sake of simplicity – and again we do not need more complexity than that 

– we will scale it as with positive statistical significance, without any statistical significance, and 
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with negative statistical significance. Combining both dimensions, a nine-cell matrix forms our 

proposed framework for cross-cultural management teaching (Figure 1). 

------------------------------- 

Insert Figure 1 about here 

------------------------------- 

 Even though this 3×3 combination looks almost trivial, it displays the three generic 

strategies necessary to deal with the culture of a given country: 

 Where the cultural dimension mean is high and where the correlation with performance is 

positive, we know that in this country the majority of local corporations shares this 

cultural orientation and that those corporations that score higher on this cultural 

dimension show better performance. Therefore, in this matrix cell, the reasonable strategy 

is “Accept the culture!” and follow this cultural dimension. Any other corporation that 

shares this empirical insight can do the same and try to score as high as possible on that 

scale, i.e., accept the cultural dimension by maximizing it like the country itself. The same 

strategic idea is applicable for the cell where the cultural dimension mean is low and 

where the correlation with performance is negative: Again, companies can act accordingly 

and try to score low on that scale, i.e., accept the cultural dimension by minimizing it like 

the country itself. 

 Where the cultural dimension mean is low and the correlation with performance is 

positive, we have a situation where, in a country, most corporations do not share this 

cultural orientation. But those corporations that score higher on this cultural dimension 

against the common trend show better performance. For this matrix cell, the reasonable 
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strategy is “Do the contrary!” and, therefore, to counteract this prevalent cultural 

dimension by maximizing it. This logic of counteraction also makes sense where the 

cultural dimension mean is high and the correlation with performance is negative. Doing 

the contrary again would be the empirically backed sense-making strategy, which again 

means counteraction by minimizing this specific cultural dimension in this country. 

 In order to reduce complexity, in all cases, where there is no significant correlation and/or 

only average means, the strategy is “Ignore it and do nothing!”. These cultural dimensions 

are not critical for performance and, therefore, no energy should be invested here. Instead, 

companies can concentrate on those cultural dimensions with a major leverage effect. 

 This CA-Matrix differentiates between behavioral patterns. On one side, it contains cultural 

acceptance, which means not breaking any cultural taboo or any untouchable cultural standard. 

On the other side, it allows for the search for competitive advantages in order to become better 

than the competitors. This combined strategy is labeled Competitive Acceptance. Because this 

CA logic is based on theory and in its specific manifestation is grounded in empirical data, it is 

more than a combinatory game; it is related to the real world. 

France as an Example 

In order to understand this teaching logic, we will look into one country in depth: France. We 

select France because of its importance for Europe and its cultural particularities. Transferring the 

data from Table 2 to the CA logic, Figure 2 shows the specific cultural dimensions for France in 

the CA-Matrix. 



21 

 

 

------------------------------- 

Insert Figure 2 about here 

------------------------------- 

 In general, France as a nation is characterized by typical cultural elements such as 

centralization (e.g., Crozier, 1963: 289; Hall, 1982: 147), which relates not only to the focus on 

its capital Paris and its political leaders but also to the centralistic governance structures of 

companies. The French ruling elite in governmental administration and top management nearly 

completely passed the highly selective system of the “Grandes Ecoles” elitist universities and 

dominate leadership positions in the state and economy (e.g., Harvey & Maclean, 2008; Yoo & 

Lee, 2009). Additionally, a relatively high level of individualism, a strong individual autonomy 

(e.g., Brunstein, 1995; Hofstede, 1980), and a high significance of oral communication (e.g., Hall, 

1976) can be found, which together result in a high degree of informality. The French mentality is 

influenced by the collective historical experience of the French Revolution in 1789, which played 

a major role in abolishing absolutist monarchy in Europe. In particular, French individualism 

stands on the tradition of the leading revolutionary principle of equality. 

 What should cross-cultural management students learn in order to be successful in France? 

The chameleon strategy from traditional cross-cultural management teaching would give the 

following advice: cultural adaptation in combination with an assimilation-type of cross-cultural 

learning will pay off. Therefore, in order to become an effective player, traditional cross-cultural 

research would recommend learning what French people and French companies are doing (e.g., 

Barsoux & Lawrence, 1990; Poirson, 1993) and then conforming to their behavior (e.g., Breuer & 

de Bartha, 1996). This would mean acting as a corporation in France: build up a centralistic 

organizational structure, install a powerful CEO, leave space for individual autonomy at lower 
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hierarchical levels, and avoid written leadership communication wherever oral communication 

seems to be possible. Or, applying the empirical results of Table 1, traditional cross-cultural 

management teaching would advise companies to enforce communication orientation, innovation 

orientation, achievement orientation, and customer orientation, i.e., those cultural dimensions that 

have been found to be strong in France. 

 The CA logic, however, is based on empirical correlations between cultural behavior and 

corporate performance and leads to different advice for managing effectively in France: 

 It calls for accepting achievement orientation, innovation orientation, and quality 

orientation, because most French companies behave like this (i.e., the means of these 

cultural dimensions are high) and each of the correlations with performance is 

significantly positive. 

 It calls for counteracting intrapreneurship orientation. Although French companies on 

average do not seem to leave enough space for autonomous employees (i.e., the mean of 

this cultural dimension is low), those who do increase their performance levels. Therefore, 

going against the prevalent management trend and fostering intrapreneurship in France is 

culturally intelligent. In management practice in France, this could be translated into an 

intentional acting against the strong position of centralistic corporate leaders and into 

employee empowerment strategies. 

 It calls for ignoring all other cultural orientations that have been under study, because 

French companies are themselves undecided and because these cultural dimensions are 
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not significantly related to performance. They are not worth making the effort; companies 

can save expenses and trouble. 

 Taken together, in respect to the “accepting” in the CA-Matrix, companies have to ensure 

that the national culture is understood, accepted, and followed and that cultural taboos are not 

broken. This is a plea to adapt to the local culture’s basic requirements wherever adaptation 

promises to increase performance. In respect to the “counteracting” in the CA-Matrix, companies 

have to create a unique competitive advantage by finding a competitive edge in this specific 

setting. This is a plea to set individual strategies wherever separation from the competitors and 

their national culture promises to increase performance. 

 

LIMITATIONS 

Up to now, it is understandable that students and managers feel being left alone, for example, 

with criteria such as those for assessing the optimality of global networks (e.g., Gupta & 

Govindarajan, 2001) because they are not told where and how exactly to look into specific 

cultures. Sticking to the same postulation for rigor, applying the CA logic to cross-cultural 

management teaching would mean that for every country such a CA-Matrix has to be prepared. 

While this nine-cell matrix, on one hand, reduces complexity, because of the necessity to 

formulate it for many countries, it will, on the other hand, still increase complexity in cross-

cultural management. This is the inherent paradox (e.g., Eisenhardt, 2000) in solving such 

complexity problems. Therefore, in order to manage the ambiguous and the paradox (e.g., Peters 
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& Waterman, 1982: 89), more data that correspond with the CA-Matrix are needed. It is no 

longer sufficient to know only the cultural dimensions of countries; also essential are the 

performance-oriented measures for every single country. At a basic level, correlations between 

cultural dimensions and corporate performance are required. More advanced, path analyses can be 

applied. 

 To understand the underlying dynamics of cultural profiles that constantly change in the 

long run, moreover, it will be necessary for research to develop a methodological routine for 

permanent profile updates, which is also still a research deficit. This also implies the longitudinal 

analysis of data on cultural dimensions and corporate performance to determine the effectiveness 

of the CA logic application as a whole. 

 Using the CA-Matrix can only be a first step in a didactic toolkit for cross-cultural 

management teaching. It has to be extended by linking it to concepts such as cultural intelligence, 

learning styles (e.g., Barmeyer, 2004), or – from the strategy side of teaching – core 

competencies. Furthermore, not only the contents of the CA-Matrix have to be taught but also 

skills for the autonomous analysis of CA issues in cross-cultural management. 

 

IMPLICATIONS 

This article explores a particularly relevant issue for management educators given the increasing 

complexity of cross-cultural interactions due to globalization. It is argued that to reduce such 

complexity, there needs to be a framework that unifies the strongest elements of cross-cultural 
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and strategic management to address the current gaps. In response, the CA-Matrix for cross-

cultural management teaching is provided. It stresses that cross-cultural issues can be interpreted 

in a counterintuitive way in order to generate new and deeper insights (e.g., Lüscher & Lewis, 

2008; Westenholz, 1993), namely insights into the ways of teaching cross-cultural management 

about the real world. 

 The teaching logic of the CA-Matrix in cross-cultural management could be considered to 

be a paradigm shift (e.g., Kuhn, 1976): Up to now, paradigms in cross-cultural teaching have 

usually centered on the predominant idea of cultural assimilation. However, this pattern has 

turned out to be too undifferentiated in the context of corporate strategic behavior. In times of 

increasingly detailed work contexts with increasing international mobility and exchange, it will be 

a major future task of cross-cultural management teaching to identify the cultural differences 

between countries in a much more differentiated way and under a new paradigmatic logic. 

Business schools will even have to rethink the concept of country-specific cultural intelligence in 

the sense of cross-cultural adaptation, since we have to include cases where cultural intelligence 

means to intentionally counteract the prevalent culture in order to succeed. 

 Through the application of the CA logic, cross-cultural management teaching could gain a 

much more distinct focus on performance creation in different countries. It is insufficient and 

rather dysfunctional to teach purely assimilative culture skills and not stress the method of 

identifying the exact specific competitive acceptance profiles of different host countries, since a 

non-reflective copying of cultural patterns could at best give students and future managers a 
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feeling of a pseudo-safeness. Teaching with the CA-Matrix, therefore, differs from general 

teaching in international strategic management in two ways: 

 It defines a combined position between “Hofstede” and “Porter”, namely between cross-

cultural assimilation in regard to certain cultural dimensions and strategic competitive 

advantage in regard to others, and it makes clear on which situational settings the 

appropriate strategy depends. To be precise, “combined” does not mean “averaged”. 

Rather, it is like a tennis match, where – dependent upon the situation – either one player 

or the other plays the ball. 

 It explains how companies can identify the most relevant cultural variables, which later 

become the basis for a competitive acceptance strategy in a specific country. In our 

experience, for every country there are three to five cultural variables on which 

management can concentrate. It is not necessary to deal with all possible cultural 

dimensions at the same time. 

 Both national and foreign managers have to understand exactly “how the country works” in 

order to succeed. They have to find some mental roadmaps (Black, Gregersen, Mendenhall, & 

Stroh, 1999: 107) in order to be able to reach an optimized and well-reflected fit between 

corporate strategies and the cultural environment. Provocatively, one could say that the CA-

Matrix is the first cross-cultural management teaching tool to assess exactly which of the cultural 

dimensions are helpful for a business in a foreign country and which are not. 
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 Teaching cross-cultural management on basis of the CA logic thus leads to four additional 

extensions for more experienced cross-cultural teachers and international management professors. 

 First, the CA logic opens up a completely new perspective on understanding cross-cultural 

management. It gives the students new insights into the complexity of cross-cultural behavior and 

intercultural interaction. Bachelor students will learn that there is an alternative way of behaving 

cross-culturally apart from the chameleon approach. Master students will learn what it means to 

follow the idea of Collins and Porras (2000: 43) that there is no “tyranny of the or”. They no 

longer have to decide how to assimilate, but can learn to decide where to assimilate and where to 

distinguish. This strengthens their cultural intelligence. Finally, MBA students will learn to use a 

teaching tool for a complex field of application. 

 Second, the CA-Matrix is easy to teach, because the nine matrix cells can in fact be reduced 

to four relevant cells (by leaving out the “ignoring” cells) with only two activity patterns: 

“accept” and “counteract”. However, at the same time, the CA logic leaves any simplistic 

“teaching pragmatism” (Blasco, 2009: 183) and contributes to the development of contingency-

based business planning (e.g., Honig, 2004), which is rather a cross-cultural business interaction 

model. Using this in their courses as part of their curricula, universities and business schools can 

improve the behavioral knowledge and skills of their graduates, increase their own legitimacy, 

and by this positively influence recruiters’ hiring decisions (e.g., Rynes, Lawson, & Ilies, 2003).  

 Third, the CA logic can be used as a specific didactic method. It results in an innovative 

way of working on cross-cultural management issues in the classroom. This way strengthens 

experimental learning where an international student team can formulate a competitive 



28 

 

 

acceptance strategy for a specific country. In particular in cross-cultural management courses in 

business schools, students usually like to analyze countries, and they are highly motivated if they 

can explain the inner cultural logic of their own countries to their colleagues from other countries. 

By this, cross-cultural interaction can be experienced even along the CA logic. 

 Fourth, the CA logic can be discussed at the meta level: from where does this approach 

originate? Interestingly, competitive acceptance was developed in Europe, where specific 

experiences with extreme cultural diversity can be made in a limited regional area (e.g., Simons, 

2002). In Europe, it seems to be more comprehensible than elsewhere that without a differentiated 

CA logic, corporate performance in various countries is hard to realize, even between countries 

with the same language such as Germany, Austria, and Switzerland, because the CA-Matrix of 

each European country has its own characteristic and unique specifications. 

 With ongoing teaching research, in the future we will need textbooks with competitive 

acceptance profiles on single countries. They have to aim at producing good managers with 

global mindsets who are able to succeed in the international marketplace. By applying this new 

CA-Matrix to cross-cultural management teaching, professors can explain to students how to 

bridge strategic independence and cultural adaptation. Those students who really understand this 

will have a long-term chance to act successfully in competitive markets. 
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TABLE 1 

Firms’ Cultural Dimensions as Part of Corporate Culture in Several Countries 

(Means and Standard Deviations) 

 

      France    Germany      Austria        USA  Switzerland      Spain  

       n=37       n=51       n=49       n=13       n=26      n=43  

 

Cultural Dimension 

m  s.d. m  s.d. m  s.d. m  s.d. m  s.d. m  s.d. Kruskal–Wallis 

Significance 

Relationship to firm 3.73  .74 3.52  .61 3.61  .52 3.57  .82 3.36  .47 3.64  .58 .12 

Bureaucracy 2.31  .91 2.16  .67 2.00  .73 2.64 1.13 1.95  .68 2.64  .78 .00 

Short-term 2.52 1.00 2.18 1.00 2.29 1.14 2.79 1.12 2.13  .98 2.81  .98 .02 

Speed 3.30  .67 3.30  .59 3.29  .77 2.97  .89 3.34  .70 3.21  .63 .70 

Achievement 4.21  .73 3.97  .49 4.09  .47 4.17  .53 3.90  .54 3.98  .47 .10 

Cost 3.73  .89 3.41  .56 3.72  .65 3.38  .72 3.64  .52 3.83  .6 .03 

Innovation 3.35  .79 3.29  .57 3.25  .68 2.98 1.03 3.09  .58 3.23  .63 .56 

Technology 3.27 1.06 3.35  .77 3.76  .96 3.31  .57 3.37 1.01 3.45  .65 .07 

Customer 3.97  .80 3.97  .49 3.95  .60 3.54  .46 3.84  .59 3.37  .71 .00 

Risk 3.05  .88 2.38  .67 2.33  .70 2.75  .67 2.42  .79 2.61  .66 .00 

Communication 3.48  .74 3.35  .59 3.45  .56 3.37  .84 3.46  .39 3.47  .54 .98 

Responsibility 3.44 1.21 3.43  .74 3.74  .76 2.85 1.21 3.60  .68 3.20  .85 .02 

Intrapreneurship 3.35  .60 3.47  .47 3.58  .65 3.46  .75 3.51  .52 3.26  .72 .12 

Quality 4.15  .55 4.13  .45 4.08  .44 4.00  .73 4.14  .40 3.67  .63 .00 

(answers on a five-point Likert scale from 1 -- to 5 ++) 
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TABLE 2 

Significant Correlations between Firms’ Cultural Dimensions and Firm Performance 

 

    France  Germany   Austria       USA Switzerland     Spain 

Cultural Dimension 
sign. 

corr. 

m sign. 

corr. 

m sign. 

corr. 

m sign. 

corr. 

m sign. 

corr. 

m sign. 

corr. 

m 

Bureaucracy             

Short-term   +* low   –* high +* low   

Speed   +* med   –* low   +** med 

Achievement +* high   +* med     +** med 

Relationship to firm   +* low +** med     +* med 

Technology   +* low         

Customer     +** high +* low   +** low 

Communication +** med +** low +* med     +** med 

Cost     +** med +* low     

Innovation +* high +** med +* med     +** med 

Risk             

Responsibility       +* low   +* low 

Intrapreneurship +* low +** med +** high +* med   +** low 

Quality +* high +* high +** med     +** low 

* p < .05** p < .01. Only significant correlations are displayed. 

Cross-country normalization of mean m: “high”, if mean difference to overall mean > .1, “low”, if mean difference to overall mean < –.1; “med” if between 
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FIGURE 1 

CA-Matrix for Cross-Cultural Management Teaching 
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FIGURE 2 

CA-Matrix for Cross-Cultural Management Teaching: FRANCE 
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APPENDIX 1: 

Design and Method of the GPP 

 

 The empirical database of the GPP was set up at the University of Saarland, Germany. It 

covers all the important fields of strategic management, organizational behavior, and human 

resource management. The research team consisted of doctorate students, junior faculties, and 

senior faculties from different nations. They were trained according to one theoretical framework 

of cross-cultural management, allowing for a referential frame for terminology and meanings. 

Aiming at the triangulation of the results, the international team members served as country 

experts for their home countries. 

 Data collection took place between November 1995 and June 1997 through personal in-

depth interviews of two to five hours in length, using a 34-page questionnaire. Interviewees were 

members of the top management teams, most heads of strategy, organization, or the human 

resource management department, of the top 100 companies in the respective country. The 

international sample consisted of 242 companies from 11 countries: 37 companies from France, 

43 from Spain, 49 from Austria, 26 from Switzerland, 51 from Germany, and 13 from the USA. 

For comparison purposes, 12 from Mexico, four from the Netherlands, four from Ireland, two 

from Greece, and one from Canada were also included. In total, 63% of companies were located 

in a fragmented market and 37% in a dominated market. In the overall sample, 10% of companies 

produced low-tech products, 39% medium-tech, and 50% high-tech. Industry growth could be 

stated for 79% of companies. The mean company age was 76 years (standard deviation = 54) and 
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the mean size 11,012 employees (standard deviation = 29,045). Therefore, the data of our study 

represented typical large internationalizing companies that originated in industrialized countries. 

 The measures in the GPP covered a broad range of organizational variables. Interviewees 

responded on a five-point Likert-type scale and answered open questions. The variables 

representing the external and internal environment of the organization, structure, strategy, 

processes, and corporate culture as well as management’s perceptions were developed and 

various measures for these variables were found. Corporate performance was measured by 

combining objective and subjective effectiveness variables, both monetary and non-monetary. 

Objective measures described changes in performance-related items such as return on investment 

or innovation ratio, whereas subjective measures focused on the personal perceptions of 

interviewees. 
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