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Title:  Culture and Senior Leadership

We think according to nature.

We speak according to rules.

We act according to custom.


—Francis Bacon (1561–1626)

We’ve fought with many men acrost the seas,

An’ some of ‘em was brave an’ some was not:

The Paythan an’ the Zulu an’ Burmese;

But the Fuzzy was the finest o’ the lot.

So ‘ere’s to you, Fuzzy-Wuzzy, at your ‘ome in the Soudan;

You’re a pore benighted ‘eathen but a first-class fightin’ man


—Rudyard Kipling, “Fuzzy-Wuzzy”

Introduction: The human race exhibits a stunning and glorious diversity—and this is evident both in the historical record and in the different ways in which individuals and societies characteristically react to stimuli in their environments. Some of the human diversity is a natural result of the unique genetic heritage of every individual. Much of it comes from the differing processes of “socialization” or “enculturation” in which human beings absorb the perspectives and traditions of their unique social group.
Every individual draws from a peculiar mix of personal traits and learned behavior to understand and deal with phenomena he/she encounters in social life. (We call these individual differences “personality.”)  But each separate group of human beings also displays recurring patterns that clearly indicate widely shared perceptions and behavioral traits.  Those patterns can be very different from one society to another—they can even be quite different between groups in the same society, a fact we recognize when we talk about “organizational culture.”

Cultural differences pose obvious challenges to your ability to exercise leadership. Successful leadership inherently reflects the ability of a leader to induce others to conform to his/her will.  This can be difficult enough when leader and followers are socially homogenous and generally agree on values, operating procedures, and objectives. It is much more difficult when leaders try to mobilize cooperation (or obtain acquiescence) of people from very different backgrounds. Individuals from different traditions typically reflect widely differing ways of organizing data, analyzing problems, developing solutions, and reacting to leadership. This lesson is designed to allow you to think about the differences and some of the resulting implications for strategic leaders.

The Western World now is painfully sensitive to the problems that have grown out of the frustrations of a radical, minority brand of Islam in recent years. These problems are difficult to resolve: they reflect a clash of profoundly different, mutually exclusive “world views.” Yet strategic leaders in the modern world often must endeavor to bridge similar cultural chasms. One of clearest indicators of superior strategic leadership is the capacity to obtain the effective, synergistic cooperation of diverse groups. At a minimum, this requires sensitivity to cultural differences. Occasionally, it requires the capacity to serve as change agent—transforming cultural norms (as General Douglas MacArthur did in Japan in the wake of World War II).

It is important to recognize again that it is not just large societies that exhibit cultural differences.  Groups and institutions within a larger society often have very unique institutional cultures.  Sometimes these differences can be sufficiently great to undermine effective cooperation.  Strategic leaders in the United States regularly are obliged to deal with this diversity.  Imagine, for instance, the staff of a Combatant Commander that daily deals with other Executive Branch agencies (FBI, DEA), Congress, the media, and a host of non-governmental organizations. Again, a capacity to accommodate and leverage these differences may be a mark of truly superior leadership.

In this lesson, you are asked to assess the impact of cultural diversity on the kinds of roles you will play as a senior leader.  Your professional experience probably has given you a good foundation for the seminar discussion, but you now are asked to think more specifically about obstacles and opportunities presented by cultural differences. 
Lesson Objective:  Analyze the concept of “culture” to identify challenges to strategic leadership in different patterns of human thought and behavior. JPMELA-3a, 3b; DC-Information; CV-Excellence; SAE 1.  

Desired Learning Outcomes:

1.  Contrast the senior leader challenges of dealing with individual human personality (as discussed in the previous lesson) and dealing with divergent cultural norms and values (the focus of this lesson).

2.  Recognize that effective strategic leadership traits may vary significantly in different cultures. 

3.  Consider how a senior leader can leverage cultural norms and values to maximize mission accomplishment.

4.  Identify leadership challenges inherent in any effort to fundamentally change the cultural norms and values of organizations and societies.

Questions for Study and Discussion:

1.  What is a working definition of the concept of “culture,” how does this differ from “personality,” and how can “culture” assist senior leaders in understanding human diversity?

2.  How is “world view” relevant to understanding or predicting human behavior?

3.  What is “organizational culture” and how does it relate to the US military services?

4.  What kinds of senior leader interventions are effective in changing organizational norms and values?

5.  Which traits and competencies of effective strategic leaders seemingly are common to all societies and which are culturally peculiar?

6.  How can a US leader prepare himself/herself to communicate and lead effectively in culturally diverse environments?

7.  What dilemmas in cross-cultural understanding are illustrated in the Letters from Al-Khali reading? What measures could the notional US Air Force Colonel take to improve his effectiveness? 

Assigned Readings:

1.  Hofstede, Geert, Cultures and Organizations:  Software of the Mind, Part I Introduction, 1997, pp. 3–19.

2.  Schein, Edgar H., Organizational Culture and Leadership, 2d ed., Chapter 2 and excerpts from Chapters 11 and 12, 1992, pp. 16–27, 211–213, 228–233.

3.  Letters from Al-Khali  (Issued Separately).

Suggested Readings:

Dorn, Edwin and Howard D. Graves, “Contemporary Military Culture,” American Military Culture in the Twenty-First Century, Chapter 2 (Washington, DC:  Center for Strategic and International Studies), 2000, pp. 7–16.

Forster, Larry, “Coalition Leadership Imperatives,” Military Review, November–December 2000, pp. 55–60.

Hagemeijer, Ronald E., “Awareness of Cross-Cultural Sensitivities: A Crucial Key to Success for Coalition Commanders,” Air War College Research Report, AU/AWC/019/98–04, 1998.

Harrison, Lawrence E. and Samuel P. Huntington, eds., Culture Matters: How Values Shape Human Progress (New York:  Basic Books, 2000).  (See particularly Chapters 1, 12, 20, 21, 22).

Peterson, Brooks, Cultural Intelligence: A Guide to Working with People from Other Cultures (Yarmouth, ME:  Intercultural Press, 2004).

Schein, Edgar H., “Defining Organizational Culture” and “Uncovering the Levels of Culture,” Organizational Culture and Leadership, Chapters 1 and 2 (New York:  Jossey-Bass, 1992), pp. 3–15.

Storti, Craig, The Art of Crossing Cultures, 2d ed. (Yarmouth, ME:  Intercultural Press, 2001).

Weaver, Gary R., ed., Culture, Communication and Conflict: Readings in Intercultural Relations, Second Edition (Boston:  Pearson Publishing, 2000).
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