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Culture and Groups  
 
Culture: The collective or shared system of beliefs, values, norms, customs, traditions, artifacts, mores and 
folkways that unify a group of people.  Culture is both the end-product of and the basis for human interaction.
 Beliefs – Knowledge, facts and ideas generally shared by people within culture, although    
  differences of opinions about them might exist 
 Values – Ideals that underlie beliefs and guide ethical (good and bad) behavior in a culture.  Western  
  cultures, for example, place high value on the individual, truth, fairness and equality,   
  beneficence (doing good), the avoidance of maleficence (doing harm or evil). 
 Norms – expectations or estimates about proper behaviors 
 Customs – accepted (usually unwritten) practices or rights recognized within a culture  
 Traditions -- a custom, opinion, belief or rite handed down from one generation to another, often orally  
  or through practice. Traditions form the basis for cherished experiences or observances. 
 Ritual – a series of actions performed in a prescribed order, often a religious or solemn ceremony. 

Artifacts – practices and objects that can be observed and in which culture is manifested. Artifacts  
  include but are not limited to objects symbols that are revered. 
 Mores – a custom that typically involves aversion to a societal taboo and defines right    
  from wrong. Written laws often evolve out of mores. 
 Folkways – everyday practices governing routine or casual personal interactions, which typically define  
   the difference between proper and rude behavior. 
 Fads – Short-lived practices and artifacts that rapidly gain wide visibility/popularity, then quickly fade. 

 
Subculture: A subsystem or group of people within a dominant culture that holds distinct beliefs and follows 
distinct customs yet also adheres to many of the ideas and practices of the larger culture. Many subcultures are 
rooted in the unique ethnic or religious backgrounds of people in the group. Others might be based on factors 
such as gender, generation, sexual orientation, or lifestyle. 
 Multiculturalism – recognizes many diverse subcultures might co-exist with a culture. 
 Minority – a subgroup that represents less than 50% of the population. Minorities are often   
 marginalized and discriminated against by the majority group or other minority groups. 
 Counterculture – denotes a subculture that rejects mainstream cultural values and practices. 
 Hegemony -- The Marxist notion that the dominant class in a society implicitly imposes its ideas and  
 values on subordinate classes in society, who tacitly accept domination without challenge.  
 Organizational culture: A cultural subset involving a group of people working together to achieve a 
 common mission, typically employees in a company or members of NGO or not-for-profit organization. 
  
Language: The system of signs, symbols and means used in a particular culture, usually embedded in the 
spoken and written word. 
 Dialect – Variations in a standard language peculiar to a specific region or social group 
 Vernacular – The everyday (versus cultured) language used by ordinary people. 
 Vocabulary variation – Speakers of the same language in different geographic locales can use different 
 words for the same ideas and different spellings for the same words. Ex.: British v. American English. 
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 Slang – Words and phrases that use non-standard meanings to communicate ideas. Slang is often created 
 among members of a subculture and involves the use of metaphors or codes for particular ideas. 
 Jargon – Technical terms or vocabulary used in particular occupations or fields of endeavor. 
 Linguistic relativism – A theory that posits the structure of language actually shapes the thinking 
 processes, worldviews and actions of different peoples. (aka Sapir-Whorf hypothesis) 
 

Culture and Individuals 
 
Cultural identity – the degree to which members readily perceive themselves as members of a particular 
cultural group or subgroup.     
  
 Race. People of the same race share genetically transmitted physical characteristics.  Nations use 

different racial classification systems.  Race consciousness is accentuated in multicultural societies. 
Nations can classify racial membership in different ways. The U.S. Census Bureau, based on criteria 
established by the Office of Management and Budget, identifies five major categories of race:  

White – A person having origins in any of the original peoples of Europe, the Middle East, or 
North Africa. 
Black or African American – A person having origins in any of the Black racial groups of 
Africa. 
American Indian or Alaska Native – A person having origins in any of the original peoples of 
North and South America (including Central America) and who maintains tribal affiliation or 
community attachment. 
Asian – A person having origins in any of the original peoples of the Far East, Southeast Asia, or 
the Indian subcontinent including, for example, Cambodia, China, India, Japan, Korea, Malaysia, 
Pakistan, the Philippine Islands, Thailand, and Vietnam. 
Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander – A person having origins in any of the original 
peoples of Hawaii, Guam, Samoa, or other Pacific Islands. 

 
Ethnicity. People of the same ethnicity share cultural, linguistic, religious, dietary and often racial 
characteristics.  Importantly, individuals of the same race can be of different ethnic backgrounds.  For 
example, Asian is a label that combines peoples with strongly distinct cultures. For example, Chinese, 
Japanese and Korean groups often do not readily intermix. Similarly, in the United States the 
ethnonyms Hispanic and Latino do not describe racial groups but refer to a subset of the White race who 
are of Latin American or Spanish origin. Importantly, significant cultural differences exist between 
people from Mexico, Cuba, Puerto Rico, the Caribbean, Latin America, South America (including 
Portuguese-speaking Brazil) or Spain. Many speak Spanish, but an increasing number of U.S. born 
Hispanics speak only English.  
 
Sexual Orientation/Lifestyle – Refers to whether people consider themselves to be lesbian, gay, 
bisexual, transgender or queer (LBGTQ).  
 
Community – A group of people who interact regularly, share common interests and experiences, and 
often identify themselves as part of a particular group. Communities originally connoted and were 
formed around geographic locales and shared a common sense of place.  However, with the advent of 
enhanced transportation and communication beginning in the 1500s, communities are no longer 
bounded by geography. Thus the emergence of racial communities (e.g. black, Asian-American and 
Latino communities), special-interest communities (e.g. the literary community, the scientific 
community, the business community) and virtual communities created and maintained online.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hispanic
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Latino_(demonym)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Latin_America
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Identity affiliation -- Cultures or subcultures with which an individual subjectively identifies and/or 
draws upon as a reference when enacting beliefs, behaviors, norms, roles, values and assumptions. 
Members of some subcultures identify themselves primarily as members of that subculture, while others 
might identify themselves primarily as members of the dominant culture.     

 
Self, a psychological concept, suggests people construct personal perceptions about themselves built 
around particular characteristics they deem important and use to define themselves as a person.  One’s 
self-identity often guides behaviors. Importantly, self-perceptions are often not limited to racial or ethnic 
identity but can combine other attributes of the person, such as social role or occupation. Examples 
include being a Mexican-American woman and mother or being a gay soldier, etc. 
 
Contextual relevance – Depending on circumstances, cultural attributes such as a race, ethnicity, sexual 
orientation, or community membership might not be deemed relevant by an individual when 
contemplating a particular behavior and/or considering a particular topic or issue. Other values or 
personal preferences might take precedent in the person’s thinking. On the other hand, cultural attributes 
might accentuate the importance of particular behaviors or thoughts for an individual. 
 

Culture and Communication 
 

 Cross-Cultural Communication -- Communicating across global cultures poses special challenges. 
 
 Globalization refers to efforts to create ideas and messages that can translate worldwide, especially with 
 the advent of communications technologies such as the World Wide Web. Multinational organizations 
 are especially interesting because they strive to create and maintain a common organizational culture yet 
 operate within multiple national cultures.  

 
Localization, by contrast, involves delivering the same idea globally by tailoring the message based on 
national or cultural differences that might exist in particular locales.  Localization is often required 
because communications take place within different political, economic, social and technological 
systems (PEST model).  Such structural or systems differences can both reflect and shape local cultures. 

 
Cultural Differences in Interpersonal Communication.  Anthropologists and others have identified various 
factors (including elements of nonverbal communication) that can be conducive or detrimental in 
communication between people from different cultures.  These interpersonal-level ideas can have important 
implications for campaign messaging.  
    

• Proxemics (social space): In some cultures, too much physical distance between people can connote 
aloofness, while too little distance suggests aggressiveness in other cultures. 

• Temporality (time).  More generally, some cultures consider time to be linear—and emphasize past, 
present and future, while other consider time to be circular.  More specifically, people in different 
cultures have differing views about punctuality and efficiency.  Meetings and tasks are expected to 
accomplished on timely manner in some cultures, while others place a premium on no rushing in the 
name of cordiality and to establish or maintain social relationships. 

• Haptics (touch): Cultures vary based on the appropriateness of touching others, especially in public. 
• Eye Contact and Facial Expressions:  Direct eye contact and smiling is expected in some cultures but 

can be considered threatening in others.  
• Gestures: Many hand and body movements can be missed or misinterpreted in different cultures. 
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• Context: Cultures vary in the appropriate use of directness and explicitness. In certain cultures it is 
better to leave many things unsaid and allow listeners to draw their own inferences. In such high-context 
cultures, people share similar experiences and expectations and thus the meaning of statements are 
understood.  However, in certain low-context cultures direct and explicit statements and extended 
explanations might be essential for understanding.  

• Saving Face: In certain cultures, it is paramount to avoid the blaming or embarrassing others – even if 
means ignoring the truth of causes of problems.  

 
Acculturation – How an individual becomes knowledgeable, adjusts and is assimilated into a new culture. By 
contrast, socialization is used to describe the process of learning about the culture into which one is born.  
 
Racial and Ethnic Protections. Various jurisdictions enforce laws and regulations regulate communications 
targeting minority groups.  For example, important U.S. laws and regulations, promote equal opportunity and 
prohibit discrimination in voting, employment, housing and financial services. Specific verbiage (such as Equal 
Opportunity Lender) must be included in certain promotional materials. Language and graphics also are 
prohibited that imply discrimination based on factors such as sex, age, race, ethnicity or national origin.  
 

Culture and Campaign Practitioners 
 
Cultural competence – Behaviors, attitudes and policies that enable a communicator or practitioner to function 
effectively in trans-cultural interactions. Acknowledges the importance of culture, the need to be aware of 
dynamics resulting from cultural differences, and adaptation of services to meet culturally unique needs.  
Competence has been identified as a series of six steps. The first three are grounded in ethnocentrism, the 
belief that one’s own culture is the only one (or the only one that matters) to one rooted in complete relativism, 
i.e. all cultures are equal in importance and value. Related concepts include cultural destructiveness, cultural 
incapacity and cultural blindness. Progress is achieved with recognition of cultural relativeness and can take 
the form of cultural pre-competence, cultural competence and cultural proficiency.  
  
Cultural sensitivity – the degree to which beliefs, values, norms, customs, traditions, artifacts, more and 
folkways are acknowledged/recognized and respected, and people are accurately portrayed, in the design, 
delivery and evaluation of communications directed to people in a particular culture or subculture.  
  

Stereotyping is the caricaturization of people from a particular group, which typically involves 
accentuating one or two dominant physical or other characteristics to the exclusion of a richer, fuller  
more accurate portrayal of people in  a group. Intentional stereotyping works through a process that 
combines message simplification and derogation of negative attributes and can be effective in certain 
types of messages, e.g. propaganda attacks on political enemies. Unintentional stereotyping is 
insensitive, can trigger counter-arguments to message and complaints and organized protests.    

 
Cultural segmentation, a specific form of market/message segmentation that involves directing differentiated 
messages to audience subgroups based factors such as nationality, race, religion or generation.  Effective 
segmentation involves producing targeted messages that feature and accurately portray people within a 
particular targeted cultural or subcultural group. To effective, such messages must create verisimilitude, i.e. 
must resonate with an individual’s personal experience.  
  
 Cultural Targeting involves using group-level data to produce relevant messages and targeting them to 
 particular audience group.  Culturally relevant appeals, language and graphics are commonly included in 
 messages. Profiling connotes adversely targeting a particular cultural subgroup (or groups) for 
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 purposes of exclusion. Redlining is a particular form of profiling that originally involved drawing red 
 lines on maps to delineate geographic territories with high concentrations of racial or ethnic groups. 
  

Cultural Tailoring involves a more sophisticated level of customization and segmentation where each 
 audience member receives a unique set of information that takes into account both group- and 
 individual-level data.  In addition to culturally relevant information, messages are tailored based on 
 characteristics such as age, gender, occupation, health behavior, etc.  Major psychographic and 
 geodemographic targeting services, such as PRIZM, combine these elements.  
 

Comparing Cultures Around the Globe 
 
Dimensions of Culture. For more than 60 years researchers have sought to identify the underlying bases upon 
which people act and how cultures vary. Four of the most prominent models are summarized below.   
 
                    Dimensions of Global Culture:  Four Models for Considering Cultural Differences 

Parsons (1951) 
Focus: Patterns of action 
and how people make 
sense of world 
 
 
Affectivity/instrumentalism-
- relationships are based 
on love, trust or nurturing 
v. transitory situations or 
selfishness 
 
Ascription/achievement -- 
judgments about others 
are based on position v. 
performance 
 
Individualism/collectivism 
 
Specificity/diffuseness-- 
responses to people and 
objects are based on 
considering single 
attributes v. holistic 
analysis 
 
Universalism/particularism
—treat all of a similar kind 
with the same frame of 
reference or consider each 
on a case-by-case basis.  
 

Kluckholm & 
Strodtbeck (1961) 
Focus: Value orientations 
 
 
 
Human nature 
  People are innately  
  good, evil, or mixed  
   
Relationship to nature 
  People are subjugated  
  to, in harmony with, or 
  masters over nature.  
 
Temporal Focus 
  People are oriented to the  
  past, present or future 
 
Human activity  
  People focus on being,  
  becoming, or doing. 
 
Social relations 
  Interactions are based  
  upon lineal lines, group   
  goals, or autonomy  

   

Hofstede 
1984,1990, 2010 
Focus: Differences in 
national cultures 
 
 
Power-distance 
 
 
Individualism v. 
collectivism 
 
 
Masculinity v. femininity 
 
 
Uncertainty avoidance 
 
 
Long- v short-term 
orientation 
 
 
Indulgence v. restraint 
 
 
 

Trompenaars & 
Hampden-Turner 1998, 
2004, 2012 
Focus: Differences in 
national cultures 
 
Universalism (rules) v.   
    particularism  
    (exceptions) 
 
Individualism v.  
    communitarianism 
 
Specificity (atomistic) v. 
    diffusion (holistic) 
 
Neutral (detached) v.  

affective (passionate)    
relationships 

 
Achieved v. ascribed  
    status 
 
Inner v. outer directed 
 
Sequential v.  
     synchronous time 
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