
6.1 POWER DISTANCE



So when we're talking about power distance, we need to understand that power 

distance is not what the leader expects from the people, but it is the normal 

amount of separation that the people actually expect of the leader. And so there 

are privileges that come with that, but there are also certain expectations. And 

sometimes we find it a little bit difficult to understand this.

For example, years ago, my wife and I were doing a training in Venezuela. And 

when we arrived at the training, the director told us, he said, "I want you to spend 

time with the students and get to know them and let them see your heart, and all 

these things." So we're like, okay, that's cool, we're good with that. So the first day 

we get to lunch and my wife and I, we go and get in line and then we go to the 

table and we're going to sit with the students and just talk with them while we're 

eating, and then suddenly we have a tap on our shoulder. And it's the director, 

and he says, "You know, we have a teacher table over here. So you need to sit at 

the teacher table." And we're like, okay, we can go sit at the teacher table, but 

what about spending time with the students? And he said, "And the other thing is, 

is you don't need to get your own food. The students will serve you." 
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Well see, what we were learning was that power distance, that it was a sign of 

respect that we had the teacher table. And we sat with the teachers and that the 

students served us. Now, even though coming from a lower power distance 

culture, I wasn't necessarily comfortable with that. We had to understand that was 

the way that they showed respect. And actually, if you did not comply with that, 

you could even lose respect.

And so this element is important because most of the books on leadership that 

are out there are written in individualist, lower power distance context. So when 

you try to put those principles of leadership in a higher power distance context, 

they don't translate. So it means that I have to understand this and adapt the way 

that I actually behave, or the people working with me will not respect me.


