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Abstract :

This paper is aimed at analyzing the impact of national culture on human resources according 

to Hofstede Cultural dimensions (power distance, uncertainty avoidance, individualism versus

collectivism, masculinity versus femininity, long-term orientation and indulgence) specially 

focusing on the similarities and differences between Latvia and France. In a multicultural 

work environment, knowing about cultural differences is important as culture directly affects 

the way people behave, make decisions and do business. Managers and employees must be 

aware of those differences to minimize tensions and facilitate group cohesion as diversity and 

going through national stereotypes can benefit the company and its members.
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Culture is defined as “a  particular way of life whether of a people, a period or a group, or

humanity  in  general” (Williams,  1983b:  90).  It  is  not  inherited  genetically  but  socially:

national culture is learned in the society and so influenced all its aspects. It is unconsciously

dictating “the way people think, behave, solve problems, make decisions and even organize

their political, economic and transportation systems as its components are values, norms and

beliefs”  (Hall,  1976).  That  is  why it  is  impossible  to  dissociate  culture  from the  way of

managing human resources as firms are more and more culturally heterogeneous. Indeed the

a great number of human resources management practices are culturally bound and it seems

impossible to generalize specific practices to every world's nations. As Hofstede (1991) was

saying “management practices and values are different from country to country based on each

nation‟s unique culture and traditions”. In a multicultural work environment, the different

cultural backgrounds of employees has to be taken into account to avoid possible tension and

misunderstandings.  Moreover mixing country,  enterprise and individual values can lead to

more creativity and so innovations. Diversity is a source of originality and added-value to the

firm. To illustrate the impact of national culture on human resources management we will use

the well-known Hofstede dimensions. The report will present in detail those dimensions in

order  to  apply  them to  France  and  Latvia  and  so  highlight  the  cultural  differences  and

similarities that can affect the human resources field.
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As different culture exists all around the world it is critical for HRM1 to understand the impact

of culture on the behavior of workers. Results can be quite disastrous if  managers are not

aware of countries' culture they are dealing with. Indeed, many studies have shown that HRM

practices effectiveness is hugely linked to how their methods are fitting with the culture in

which they are implemented. 

One of the most famous research about the relationship between national culture and work

values was made by a Dutch researcher named Geert Hofstede. He found that they were 4

dimensions of culture (a 5th one was added to the initial research in 1991 and a 6th one in 2010)

which help explaining the behavior of people from various culture. He initially gathered data

from two questionnaires surveys given to around 116 000 individuals working in the local

subsidiaries of IBM from over 70 countries. The survey helped him to develop and define the

6 following dimensions to describe cultures, all measured on a scale of 1 to 100:

1. Power Distance (High vs Low)

2. Uncertainty Avoidance (High vs Low)

3. Individualism vs Collectivism

4. Masculinity vs Femininity

5. Long term vs Short-Term orientation

6. Indulgence vs Restraint

Each dimension represents different values or basic convictions that people learned from their

culture. The Power Distance Index is connected to the basic problem of human inequality and

its different solutions. Hofstede define it as “the extent to which less powerful members of

institutions and organizations accept that power is distributed unequally”. It is measuring the

acceptance workers have on inequality between them and their superiors or generally in their

society. Society with high power distance usually accept a strong leadership or hierarchy and

blindly obey the orders of their superiors whereas low power distance society generally have a

more decentralized power and flatter organization structures. The management style is more

consultative or participative. The uncertainty Avoidance index is “the extent to which people

feel threatened by ambiguous situations and have created beliefs and institutions that try to

avoid these”. It is showing the level of anxiety people have when they are facing an unknown

1 HRM : Human resources management
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situation. Nations with an high uncertainty avoidance index need security, frameworks, and

have  strong  beliefs  in  experts  and  their  knowledge.  They  usually  have  structured

organizations  activities,  more  written  rules,  and  less  risk-taking  managers.  People  from

societies  with  a  low  uncertainty  index  accept  easier  risks  that  are  associated  with  the

unknown. Managers encourage the personnel to use their own initiatives, being risk-taking

and assume responsibilities for their actions. The third dimension deals with individualist or

collectivists  nations and  shows  the  difference  in  integration  of  individuals  into  groups.

Individualists have the tendency to look after themselves and their immediate family only

whereas collectivists are a part of a bigger groups or collectives and look after each other in

exchange of  loyalty.  The impact  on human resources  is  that  individualistic  practices  will

promote  competition  and  individual  welfare  whereas  collectivist  ones  will  promote

cooperation and group welfare. Another dimension is measuring the dominant values in the

society  that  are  either  more  masculine  or  feminine.  Masculine  society  focus  on  success,

money and personal belongings. Individuals are encourage to be independent decision makers

and achievements is defined in term of recognition and wealth. Feminine society focus more

on  quality  of  life  and  caring  for  others.  They attached  great  importance  to  cooperation,

friendly  atmosphere  and  employment  security.  Individuals  are  encouraged  to  be  group

decisions  makers  and  achievement  is  defined  in  terms  of  human  contacts  and the  living

environment.  The  fifth  dimensions  added  in  1991  is  about  long-term  or  short-term

orientation. It reflects the choice people decided to focus their effort on, whether on the future

or the present and the past. It is not just about time perception but also the virtues related to it.

As Hofstede (2001) defines them: “long term orientation  stands for the fostering of virtues

oriented towards future rewards, in particular perseverance and thrift. It’s opposite pole, Short

Term  Orientation,  stands  for  the  fostering  of  virtues  related  to  the  past  and  present,  in

particular,  respect  for  tradition,  preservation  of  ‘face’ and  fulfilling  social  obligations”.

Finally, a last dimension was attached to the previous ones in 2010: Indulgence vs Restraint. It

added a new aspect not covered by the other dimension: “happiness”. It is defined as “the

extent to which people try to control their desires and impulses”.  An indulgent society will

focus on natural human desires related to enjoying life, having fun and happiness. They have

greater freedom and personal control whereas in a restraint society people will less freely

expressed  their  positive  emotions  giving  less  importance  to  freedom  and  leisure  time.

Gratification needs will be controlled and regulated by strict social norms. In term of HR, it
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can  impact  on  how  the  employees  will  voice  opinions  and  give  feedback.  In  indulgent

countries, employees may be more likely to give opinions when they are not happy.

As  a  practical  example,  we  will  now applied  the  Hofstede  dimensions  to  two  European

countries:  Latvia  and France. As these nations have different geographical, historical and

cultural backgrounds, it will help us to underline the possible cultural differences that has to

be taken into account when doing business or managing employees from those two nations.

Latvia scored 44 in term of power distance dimension, a score that categorizes it as a

low-moderate country. Indeed, Latvian usually prefer an equal and decentralized power, most

of all in the younger generation where control and formal supervision is disliked. Teamwork

and open management is favored. France with a score of 68 has high power distance index. A

certain inequality in power is so accepted in the country. Indeed, children are usually raised to

be dependent on their parents and this dependence, growing up, is transferred to teachers and

later  to  their  superiors.  The  society  is  also  constructed  such  as  the  upper  class  people

dominate lower and middle-class ones. The power is centralized  and the government strictly

control and maintain the laws and regulation process.  In firms, it is frequent and acceptable

that  superiors  enjoyed  more  privileges  than  their  employees  and  are  often  inaccessible.

Employees more quickly feel under pressure because of the emotional independence they on

their boss. During time of crisis, French people prefer and need a strong leadership.

With a score of 63, Latvia has a high preference to  avoid uncertain situations.  As

individuals, they stressed importance on security more than innovation. There is an emotional

need for rule and rigid code of beliefs and behavior. In work environment, superiors are not

perceive as one element of the team but it is his task to lead and give directions. It is not the

task of employees to contribute. Time is money, precision and punctuality are the norm. That

uncertainty avoidance is even higher for French people as they scored 83. French have a

strong need to structure and planning. They don't like being surprised. For example, having all

the necessary information before meetings or negotiations is very important for them, they

need everything to be prepared. In the French society,  law and rules to structure their life is

strongly needed to guide them in their activities and as emotional safety. For both countries,

HRM will need to be  established as formal rules controlling the employees to create a climate

of stability and security.
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In term of individualism, Latvia and France are quite similar as individualist societies.

They give more importance to their closed family (children/parents) than the extended one

such as cousins, aunt and uncle. The success and achievements in individualist countries  is

stressed on good job, private wealth and individual performance. Especially in France where

climbing  the  hierarchy  ladder  is  a  very  common  preoccupation. Latvia  has  seen  its

individualism increased since its independence in 1990 because of a rise in national wealth

that lead “to less dependency on traditional agriculture, more modern technology, more urban

living, more social mobility, better educational system, and a larger middle-class” (Hofstede

insight, w.d). The firms' HR practices  will so promote competition and individual welfare for

example  stressing  more  on  individuals  rewards  management.

Latvia  and France  are  both  feminine country scoring  respectively 9 and 43.  Their

dominant values is caring for others and quality of life. In Latvia, for instance, conflicts are

usually threatening, because they endanger the wellbeing of everyone. So that they get used to

be modest and keep a low profile and usually has soft and diplomatic communication to not

offend anyone. As networking and relationship are usually essential in eastern Europe, a good

working cooperation is  very important  for  Latvians. According to  Hofstede,  the  feminine

dominance for France might be explained by its welfare system, the 35-hour working week,

five weeks of holidays per year. They work to live and not the contrary. Male and female have

social  equal  roles.  Nonetheless,  French society has  a  specific  uniqueness  in  term of  this

dimension.  Indeed  the  upper  class  is  scoring  feminine  while  the  lower  working  class  is

scoring masculine. It means that the working class will be likely more competitive in order to

achieve its goals, put a focus on achievement whereas the higher class will think that life is

not only for working but also to be enjoyed and so focus on a better quality towards life.

Regarding  long term orientation,  Latvia and France share the same features.  They

have a pragmatic culture meaning that they have a good capacity of adaptation and think more

about the future than present or past. That is why they have tendency to save, invest and are

also able to adapt their traditions depending on context throughout time. One important aspect

on long-term orientation is that they have the belief that truth depends on situation, context

and time. What is important is not knowing the truth but being persistent in achieving results

and live a good life. They don't have the need to explain everything as understand life is to

complex. In term of HR, they will be focused on long term goals and major aspects such as

constant hard work, persistence and ability to adapt.
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As regards the latest  dimension added in 2010, Latvia  is  a more  restraint country

(scoring 13) than France. People living in nations with a lower score on indulgence tend to be

more cynics and pessimists. They have a tendency to control their desires and do not put so

much emphasis on their leisure time but on work. Discipline and modesty are appreciated and

social  norms regulate  their  lives.  People have  more introverted  personalities.  Maintaining

order in the society is very important. At work, being more solemn and serious than smiley

and cheerful is perceived favorably and seen as a sign of competence and professionalism.

France,  with its  score of 48,  is  in the middle between indulgent  and restraint that  means

French  people  are  “less  relaxed  and  enjoy  life  less  often  than  is  commonly  assumed”

(Hofstede Insight, w.d). 

As  a  conclusion,  regarding  Hofstede  dimensions,  we  can  see  that  Latvia  and  France  as

western countries, shared similarities in most of the dimensions excepting power distance and

indulgence so human resources management dealing with those countries should take into

account  those  differences.  As  cultural  differences  can  lead  to  communication

misunderstandings and other relational problems,  understanding them and being aware is

very important to help managers and employees to take actions to resolve issues.  Human

resources can successfully manage people if they culturally adapt their process of recruitment,

target setting, training and appraisal. Nonetheless, Hofstede model was judged as incomplete

as only based on factual evidence. Human resources managers to be more effective should

linked it to other studies such as the notions of space and communication model that were

introduced by Edward Hall or Florence Kluckhohn and Fred Strodtbeck studies (1961) on

attitude toward the environment, time and action. 
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