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Watch Video 5.1 "Individualism"

Dr. Livermore believes that Individualism and Collectivism may be the most 

significant of the cultural values because it asks the fundamental question of, 

“Who Am I?” (David Livermore, The Great Courses: Customs of the World: 

Using Cultural Intelligence to Adapt, Wherever You Are, Session 3.)  This 

cultural value defines how a person describes their own personal identity. Do 

I see myself as an individual person or is my identity in connection with a 

group? Some cultures place great value on the community while other 

cultures place value on the individual. Some cultures raise their children to 

be independent by age 18 or 21. Other cultures teach their children that the 

extended family is part of your identity and therefore life-long loyalty is 

desired. Being collectivistic does not mean that people are more relational 

than individualists, nor are they incapable of being selfish.  Being an 

individualist does not mean that a person is more selfish or doesn’t know 

how to relate to people. Remember, one is not better than the other. They 

are different and we need to understand the differences.

https://vimeo.com/485611233


According to Hofstede’s research, the U.S. scores a 91 on Individualism and is 

considered the most individualist country in the world, closely followed by 

Australia (90) and Great Britain (89). Hofstede’s scores also found that the Latin 

American countries of Guatemala (6) and Ecuador (8), and Panama (11) are the 

most collectivistic countries, followed closely by Venezuela (12) and Colombia 

(13). Pakistan (14) is the most collectivistic, non-Latin American country. 

(Dimension Data Matrix, 2015, available at https://geerthofstede.com).

It should be noted with Individualism and Collectivism, as with all the cultural 

values, that no one culture is completely 100% one or the other, but normally 

scores somewhere in the middle. Some however, such as the U.S. with 

individualism and Guatemala and Ecuador with collectivism, are predominantly 

on an extreme. We may engage people in a place with an educated first guess, 

but CQ Strategy becomes important to see how that particular region, company, 

or ethnicity functions culturally. As noted earlier, even though the U.S. is highly 

individualistic, that does not mean that U.S. citizens of Hispanic, Asian, or Middle 

Eastern descent are individualistic. Generational changes may occur, but they 

generally occur slowly. Second, third, and fourth generations may be more 

individualistic than their parents and people from their homeland, but still more 

collectivistic than the general population. The predominant cultural value of the 

national culture, however, does impact and define the systems that promote 

individualism or collectivism within that society. 
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Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner described the tension of 

individualism and collectivism: “The individualist culture sees 

the individual as “the end” and improvements to communal 

arrangements as the means to achieve it. The 

communitarian culture sees the group as its end and 

improvements to individual capacities as a means to that 

end” (Fons Trompenaars and Charles Hampden-Turner, 

Riding the Waves of Culture: Understanding Cultural 

Diversity in Business, 2nd ed. (London: Nicholas Brealey, 

1997), p. 58; quoted in James E Plueddemann, Leading 

Across Cultures. P. 113-14). Part of their research was that 

they sent out a one question survey with two answers to 

30,000 managers from 40 countries. That question asked the 

managers if it was more common in their organization for 

people to work in groups or alone and if individual credit was 

given. They found the answers from Asia and the Middle 

East were more collectivistic while those from Europe were 

more individualistic, with the exceptions of Romania and 

Denmark (Ibid., pp. 54-55). If “the end” is the person they 

work alone and get individual recognition, then that’s 

individualism. If “the end” is for the group, you work together 

and get group recognition. “Employee of the Month” doesn’t 

work in highly collectivistic societies because merit is for the 

group not the individual.
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Hofstede’s research also showed that Asia (including China), 

Africa, and Latin America were more collectivistic while the 

United States, Canada, Australia and Great Britain and other 

Western European countries were more individualistic. He 

concluded that Japan, Brazil, India, and many Middle Eastern 

countries were in the middle. We share this for two reasons: 1) 

to realize that most of the world’s population is collectivistic; and 

2) to note this breakdown as we share other cultural values such 

as power distance, direct/indirect, etc. There are correlations 

between the cultural values by regions of the world, although 

there are exceptions on the national cultural level. All of this 

information is to be used with CQ Strategy when engaging 

people of different cultural backgrounds.

Let’s take a look at some of the characteristics of Individualism 

and Collectivism, and then how should this information shape 

our view of cultures and prepare us for CQ Strategy.
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Individualism Collectivism

The individual sees themselves as "the 
end" and social change is for the best of 
the individual.

The group is "the end" and any 
improvement to the individual is a means 
to the end for that group.

People choose for themselves, 
especially if the decision affects them.

Decisions are normally by consensus

Protect the rights of the individual Protects the rights of the group

Be loyal to yourself and to your dreams Be loyal and bring honor to the group

Nuclear family is emphasis - parents and 
children.

Extended family is important and has a 
voice in decisions.

Children are taught from birth to be 
independent.

Children taught to be interdependent on 
group members.

Children taught to make good decisions 
and given choices.

Children are told what to do and choices 
limited.

Pace of life is more rapid because 
person makes decisions.

Pace of life is slower due to relationships 
and decisions by consensus.

Space, time, and money are considered 
that of the individual.

Space, time, and money are considered 
to be that of the group.

People move into and out of groups 
more easily - less loyalty expected

Change is difficult due to loyalty to the 
group.

Control by using guilt based on internal 
definitions

Control by using shame based on 
external.



8SESSION FIVE | THE CULTURE COURSE

ACTIVITY
1. Looking at the list above, what is a personal experience or conversation that 

you have had that you better understand now. Are you from a more individualist 

or collectivist culture? (Look up on www.geerthofstede.com if you don’t know.) 

Would you describe yourself that way? ______________________________

2. 

Me against my brother; my brother and me against my 

cousin; my cousin and me against the stranger.
Middle Eastern Proverb

How would you explain to someone the collectivism in this Middle Eastern 

proverb? ______________________________________________________  

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

http://www.geerthofstede.com


Concept of Time, Space, and Money

SESSION FIVE | THE CULTURE COURSE

Watch Video 5.2 "Culture and Religion: 
Individualism vs. Collectivism"

Imagine working on a team with Canadians and Guatemalans! With 

Americans and Chinese! This is why this information is so important on 

multinational teams working together. We readily see the struggle of a 

Honduran working on a team whose supervisor is German. Or an 

Australian working on a team whose supervisor is Ecuadorian. Let’s look at 

a few practical applications of how this cultural value may affect how we 

relate to others.
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https://vimeo.com/485613495
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A few years ago, we were at a particular festival in the southern United 

States. It is really a large gathering of vendors that sell at portable stands 

different food, clothing, and items, many of which that depict Southern 

U.S. culture. As we walked, I noticed a T-shirt one vendor had for sale 

designed for teens (age 13-17). It had an arrow pointed to the ground, 

and the words on the shirt were “My Space.” In many parts of Anglo 

(white) culture in the U.S., which is more individualistic by nature than 

other subcultures in the U.S., children are taught:

• This is your space.

• This is your room.

• This is your money. 

• This is your time.

But in a collectivistic society, this concept would be:

• This is our space.

• This is our room.

• This is our money.

• This is our time. 
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In a collectivistic society, it is not uncommon in a family that everyone 

works but each person brings their income to the family to be spent 

together. It is the family’s income, not the individual’s income. In some 

cultures, it is common for the son to marry and that he and his family live 

with the parents. In India, for example, a family may have two sons who 

are married with two children each. They all live in a three-bedroom 

house. The parents have a bedroom and each son with his family have a 

bedroom; a bedroom for each nuclear family! They share the living room, 

dining room, and kitchen as one large family.  That is considered a good 

thing. Parents sacrifice for their children’s education, but when the 

parents are old, the children are expected to take care of them, 

particularly the oldest son. This often means they will live with their child 

who takes care of them physically and financially. 

In an individualistic society, children are taught that when they are adults, 

they should leave their parents’ home and be independent. To not be 

independent is looked down upon as being irresponsible and perhaps 

lazy. Although there are cases where this occurs, the cultural value taught 

from childhood is that responsible adults are independent and capable of 

making good, logical decisions. 
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In individualistic cultures, people think that everyone thrives when they have the 

ability to make decisions. By the time one is an adult the thought is, “If a decision 

affects me, then I should be able to make it.” But that’s not true in some cultures! In 

some collectivistic cultures, people do not do best when left with the choice. A 

popular example of this from Asia and the Middle East is the concept of arranged 

marriages. This cultural example isn’t exclusive to level of education, socioeconomic 

status, or other factors that those from individualistic cultures think might affect the 

custom. It is cultural. 

People from individualistic societies struggle to understand arranged marriages 

because if I believe that I make the decisions that affect me, what decision is more 

important than whom will I marry? I have the basic fundamental right to choose and 

decide whom I will marry!!! But if the person’s cultural value is collectivistic, then the 

person is not marrying another person, but rather a family is uniting with another 

family. And the parents (and maybe even the aunts, uncles, grandparents) have a 

voice in the decision. In some cases, the couple have a significant part in the 

decision, and in some instances, they may have the right to veto it. But this is not 

always true.  My identity is in my group, which many times is the extended family. My 

family is my identity. I can learn to love my wife or husband over time. But my loyalty 

remains with my in-group/family/colleagues in business. Thus, my in-group has input 

into where I go to primary school, secondary school, the university, and my job 

opportunities. 

Decision Making
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Dr. Livermore in his lectures shared the story of a research project in San 

Francisco among 7 to 9-year-old children of Asian and Anglo-American 

descent. Three groups were formed in which the first group was given 

anagram puzzles and allowed to choose which puzzle to do. The second 

group had the same puzzles but were told by the teacher which to do. The 

third group was told that the anagram puzzles had been chosen for them 

by their mothers. The results showed that the Anglo children completed 

2/3 more anagrams when they were allowed to choose from those who 

were given puzzles chosen by their teacher or mother. The Asia American 

children did better when they believed their mothers chose the puzzle. 

Success was defined more as pleasing their mothers than what they 

wanted. In contrast, one irritated Anglo child asked the administrators why 

they would they ask her mother in the first place (Great Courses: Using 

Cultural Intelligence, Session 3). 
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If you want to travel fast, go alone. 

If you want to travel far, go together.
African Proverb



In collectivistic cultures, shame is the primary way to control people. If my 

identity is based on my in-group, a public show to shame someone within 

that group is powerful motivator for people to follow the rules and 

expectations of the group.  In collectivistic societies, when someone goes 

against the standards of the community, they can expect public shaming. 

Losing face, or public honor, is very important. Shame comes from other 

people’s public criticism, and self-respect comes from doing what is 

expected by the group regardless of the right or wrong involved.  Because a 

person’s identity and supreme loyalty goes to the group and not to personal 

decisions, change from what is expected by the group is very difficult and 

can carry heavy repercussions.

In individualistic cultures, guilt becomes the controlling factor. Instead of 

outward shame, inward guilt becomes the motivator in that the person 

knows that they broke the rules of society, or a person’s code of morality or 

personal conscience is violated.  Self-respect is important, and a person 

may experience guilt even though no one else knows about what the 

person has done.
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Shame vs. Guilt
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That is why guilt and shame do not work the same within the two different 

cultural values. If a supervisor from Great Britain goes privately to a 

Venezuelan employee to encourage them to work harder for his own good, 

it may not work. To publicly shame the person in front of the other 

employees may be more effective. At the same time a collectivistic 

supervisor could be so concerned about not bringing shame to and 

individualistic team member that they do not give the person the 

suggestions needed to improve their work. 

The first time I heard a leader publicly shame someone in a collectivistic 

culture was in a church meeting, I remember thinking, “You need to lighten 

up and not use your position to humiliate people. This isn’t a job. How rude 

is that! If he ever does that to me, I’ll never come back!” But afterwards they 

were talking, and the person was there when I went back another week. I 

thought, “Well, that was different!”  One culture is not better than the 

other. But it is definitely different!
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ACTIVITY
From your experience, think through how individualism and collectivism 

practically affect how cultures build systems regarding:

• Laws – For example, with COVID-19 in 2020, the U.S. and other countries, 

there was great division over whether the national government should 

mandate wearing of masks or if it was an individual’s right to choose. 

• Eating alone in a restaurant and the size of restaurants

• Sharing or not a hotel room

• Personal or teamwork evaluations/Employee of the month

• People working alone
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