
Chapter 3: The Cultural Environment http://www.fao.org/docrep/W5973E/w5973e07.htm#TopOfPage

1 van 11 24/12/2006 12:02

  

Chapter 3: The Cultural Environment

Chapter Objectives
Structure Of The Chapter
What is culture
The elements of culture
Chapter Summary
Key Terms
Review Questions
Review Question Answers
References

Social and cultural aspects of a society form its very nature. As "culture" is the 
essence of a society, this chapter will concentrate on a discussion of it only.

Of all the so called "environmental uncontrollables", culture, or at least the study of it, 
is one of the most difficult to comprehend, take account of and harness to 
advantage. This is particularly so when the product or service is "culture bound". 
Such products and services include those which are generally indigenous by nature 
and/or of relatively small value and very common. This is particularly true of 
foodstuffs. Sadza in Zimbabwe, a staple food made from maize meal, would not go 
down well in Beverley Hills, California. Neither would Middle Eastern sheeps eyes 
menus. Products of a more technical nature, like computers, on the other hand, have
a universal appeal.

However there is plenty of evidence to suggest that, with shrinking communications 
and with more people than ever travelling, even the most culture bound product or 
service can, and is, finding a world market niche. So even the infamous Veldschoen 
footwear of the South African pioneers has found its way into most corners of the 
world.

Chapter Objectives

The objectives of this chapter are:-

� To describe what is meant by "culture" and the numerous ways which 
have been devised to study it

� To give an understanding of how "culture" effects global marketing
planning

� To show why the study of "culture" is important to marketers.

Structure Of The Chapter

The chapter begins by defining culture and its constituent elements. The chapter 
then goes on to describe the various approaches to the study of culture and 
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culminates with a study conducted by Hofstede which is one man’s way of looking at
culture’s consequences. The chapter emphasizes the need to study culture carefully 
as it can be a major source of failure in global marketing, if hot taken into account.

What is culture

Much has been written on the subject of culture and its consequences. Whilst on the
surface most countries of the world demonstrate cultural similarities, there are many 
differences, hidden below the surface. One can talk about "the West", but Italians 
and English, both belonging to the so called "West", are very different in outlook 
when one looks below the surface. The task of the global marketer is to find the 
similarities and differences in culture and account for these in designing and 
developing marketing plans. Failure to do so can be disasterous.

Terpstran9 (1987) has defined culture as follows:

"The integrated sum total of learned behavioral traits that are manifest 
and shared by members of society"

Culture, therefore, according to this definition, is not transmitted genealogically. It is 
not, also innate, but learned. Facets of culture are interrelated and it is shared by 
members of a group who define the boundaries. Often different cultures exist side by
side within countries, especially in Africa. It is not uncommon to have a European 
culture, alongside an indigenous culture, say, for example, Shona, in Zimbabwe. 
Culture also reveals itself in many ways and in preferences for colours, styles, 
religion, family ties and so on. The colour red is very popular in the west, but not 
popular in Islamic countries, where sober colours like black are preferred.

Much argument in the study of culture has revolved around the "standardisation" 
versus "adaption" question. In the search for standardisation certain "universals" can
be identified. Murdock7 (1954) suggested a list, including age grading, religious 
rituals and athletic sport. Levitt5 (1982) suggested that traditional differences in task 
and doing business were breaking down and this meant that standardisation rather 
than adaption is becoming increasingly prevalent.

Culture, alongside economic factors, is probably one of the most important 
environmental variables to consider in global marketing. Culture is very often hidden 
from view and can be easily overlooked. Similarly, the need to overcome cultural 
myopia is paramount.

Approaches to the study of culture

Keegan3 (1989) suggested a number of approaches to the study of culture including 
the anthropological approach, Maslow’s approach, the Self- Reference Criterion 
(SRC), diffusion theory, high and low context cultures and perception. There are 
briefly reviewed here.

Anthropological approach

Culture can be deep seated and, to the untrained can appear bizarre. The Moslem 
culture of covering the female form may be alien, to those cultures which openly 
flaunt the female form. The anthropologist, though a time consuming process, 
considers behaviour in the light of experiencing it at first hand. In order to 
understand beliefs, motives and values, the anthropologist studies the country in 
question anthropology and unearths the reasons for what, apparently, appears
bizarre.

Maslow approach




