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Watch Video 7.1 "Avoiding Uncertainty"

“I need a plan.” This is something my wife has heard from me so often in 

some many different contexts. It doesn’t matter if we are working on this 

project to produce online classes or keeping the grandchildren. I have this 

“need” just to know what the day holds. Or the week. Or the month. Or the 

year.  It appears that in this area I have a high uncertainty avoidance, 

although in other parts of the definition not so much. Part of this is 

personality, but part is cultural. People, like cultures, fit somewhere in the 

continuum between the extremes. 

Of course, life is unpredictable. No one can control things like natural 

disasters and death. For some cultures, uncertainty is a serious problem, 

and, in those cultures, leaders do everything they know to do to minimize the 

effects or uncertainty. Other cultures, however, do not fear uncertainty. 

Normally, people in these cultures learn to deal with ambiguity and 

uncertainty and have a more relaxed view of life. It is difficult for people of 

either group to understand the other. 

https://vimeo.com/485618931


This session looks at how cultures deal with uncertainty and change. We all 

know that change is inevitable, especially in today’s high tech, fast moving 

world.  When a new iPhone or Android comes out, we debate buying this one or 

waiting six months until the next model comes out! Over the centuries, however, 

many cultures were formed when change was uncommon: everyone knew 

everyone, life was stable, and you may never even meet someone from another 

country. Believe it or not, there are some societies that still function this way.
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ACTIVITY
Livermore in his lectures gave some statements that indicate our need the 

preference for uncertainty based on whether you agree or disagree:

Agree
• When the future seems unpredictable, I feel anxious

• Unclear directions make me uncomfortable

• Supervisors should provide their employees with 

detailed instructions and explanations.

• I use a highly structured budget and plan to manage 

my money.

How did you do? These statements are reflective of someone who has a higher 

uncertainty avoidance, so the more you agreed, the higher your uncertainty 

avoidance. How would you define your culture as related to uncertainty 

avoidance? Feel free to check with Hofstede or Hofstede-Insights to see what 

their research revealed. 

Disagree
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High Uncertainty Avoidance Low Uncertainty Avoidance

Formalize interactions More informal in relationships with others

Document agreements in legal contracts Rely on the word of those they trust 
more than contractual agreements

Keep orderly and meticulous records Are less concerned with maintenance of 
records

Rely on formalized policies and 
procedures

Informal interactions and norms are more 
important than formalized policies and 
rules

Take more moderate and calculated risks Less calculating than taking risks

Verify communications in writing Less resistant to change

Establish and follow rules Less desire to establish rules to dictate 
behavior

Have less tolerance for breaking rules Show more tolerance for breaking rules

Hofstede defined uncertainty avoidance as, “the extent to which members of a 

culture feel threatened by ambiguous or unknown situations. This feeling is, 

among other things, expressed through nervous stress and in a need for 

predictability: a need for written and unwritten rules.” (Cultures and 

Organizations: Software of the Mind, p. 167). On Dr. Hofstede’s  website, he 

clarifies that this value is neither about avoiding risk or a need to follow rules, but 

has to do with anxiety and stress that are felt with the unknown along with a 

desire to have fixed habits and routines (https://geerthofstede.com). 

James Plueddemann (Leading Across Cultures, p. 130-131) reports 

findings from the GLOBE study that gives a good breakdown of the differences 

between cultures that have a high uncertainty avoidance and those who have a 

low uncertainty avoidance:

https://geerthofstede.com)


According to Hofstede, at the top of the high uncertainty avoidance (HUA) 

countries you find Russia, Japan, western Europe led by France, Mexico, Italy 

and the Arab countries. On the low uncertainty avoidance (LUA), you find the 

Netherlands, Australia, United States, India, Great Britain, northern Europe led 

by Denmark, and China. He explains that in the HUA cultures see something 

different as dangerous whereas the LUA see it as curious. While uncertainty 

avoidance is not related to risk, innovation comes from cultures where there is 

less resistance to change and different and new things are embraced. 

ACTIVITY
Now how would you characterize yourself? _____________________________

________________________________________________________________

Is this in line with your cultural norms? _________________________________

________________________________________________________________

What is it that you perceive vs. what most people perceive in your culture?

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________
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Hofstede found that cultures with high uncertainty avoidance 

experience higher levels of stress that produce more suicide and 

alcoholism. Those cultures with low uncertainty avoidance 

accepted uncertainty more readily, had less stress and 

aggression, and lived more relaxed lives, but with less respect 

for laws and policies. Interestingly, the GLOBE project, again 

because of its research on practices and values, found that that 

those from HUA cultures wanted more flexibility in their culture, 

and those from LUA cultures wanted more rules! Again, this is 

important because you need to discern if what people are saying 

in your conversations is actual current practice in their culture, or 

what they wish the practice was!

The GLOBE study also found a positive correlation between 

HUA cultures and future orientation. Leaders in HUA cultures will 

make detailed and long-range plans while leaders in LUA 

cultures live in the moment and wait to see what will happen 

next. This may be because those who live in these cultures have 

little control over the future and learn to adapt. Japan is an 

example of a HUA culture that makes long-term plans. In some 

LUA cultures, long-term planning is done in 3-5 years increments 

and at times as many as 10 years. But in Japan and other HUA 

cultures, the term “long-term planning” may mean generational, 

40- year plans.
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For example, a significant uncertainty to be 

minimized is to answer the question of what 

happens when the leader of the organization 

leaves, retires or dies? In some low uncertainty 

avoidance countries, nothing may be planned 

beforehand, or companies begin planning a 

year from the person’s retirement. It is done 

privately so that it doesn’t affect the value or 

progress of the company. In contrast, in HUA 

cultures, these plans may be in place decades 

before the event occurs. In addition, in the HUA 

culture there is normally more resistance to 

change, whether that relates to changing jobs, 

changing cities, or changes to places of 

worship.

This cultural value affects the following areas of 

daily life: how fast people drive, rate of 

alcoholism and abuse, ratio of doctors to 

nurses, perceived corruption, marketing and 

advertising. It even affects if people carry their 

identification with them!

8
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ACTIVITY
Go to https://geerthofstede.com/culture-geert-hofstede-gert-jan-hofstede/6d-

model-of-national-culture/ and listen to the 10 minutes with Geert Hofstede on 

Uncertainty Avoidance. While listening, fill in the blanks below. If your language 

is not available, please let us know and we will send you the answers.

Speed

Alcoholism

Doctor/nurse ratio

Perceived corruption

Marketing

Advertising

Carrying ID

High Uncertainty Avoidance Low Uncertainty Avoidance

First, pick one of the items above and in your own words describe how you 

would explain that practice of your cultural value to someone. _______________

________________________________________________________________

Next, think of what questions you would like to ask your culture coach related to 

their cultural value of uncertainty avoidance. ____________________________

________________________________________________________________

https://geerthofstede.com/culture-geert-hofstede-gert-jan-hofstede/6d-model-of-national-culture/
https://geerthofstede.com/culture-geert-hofstede-gert-jan-hofstede/6d-model-of-national-culture/
https://geerthofstede.com/culture-geert-hofstede-gert-jan-hofstede/6d-model-of-national-culture/


The thought of “What if” and “In Case of” are the things that motivates the 

rules and regulations. Buildings legally must have evacuation diagrams “in 

case of” a fire or storm. People need to have savings in the bank “in case” 

they lose their job and don’t have one.  Life insurance exists “in case” 

someone dies to minimize uncertainty for their spouse or children. In 

Europe for example, in some cultural values Germany and Great Britain are 

similar. Yet Germany has laws written “in case of” an emergency that may 

never happen. On the other hand, Great Britain doesn’t have a written 

constitution.  According to Livermore, while China and Singapore are both 

collectivistic and high-power distance, China is low uncertainty avoidance 

while Singapore is very high uncertainty avoidance. In China situations are 

handled case by case by trusted people, while in Singapore there are so 

many laws, rules, and regulations that you can get receive a fine for 

chewing gum or spitting in public. Some of this has to do with survival. 

Singapore and Taiwan are island countries that understood calculated risks 

had to be taken to ensure not only survival and not being overthrown 

politically, but to grow and thrive economically.

In some places, rules are in place, but there is a leniency or seemingly 

almost an expectation that those rules will be broken. In some countries, for 

example, a black market exists, and while although technically illegal, the 

government allows it to continue for various reasons depending on the 

situation. 
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ACTIVITY
1. How many rules can you think of that fulfil the “what if” or “in case of” that are 

a part of your everyday life? _________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

2. If you live in another country, what are the differences you have observed 

between your first culture and the culture where you now live? ______________

________________________________________________________________

3. If you live in an ethnically diverse area, what are the differences you see in 

how people look at uncertainty? ______________________________________

________________________________________________________________

Watch Video 7.2 "Avoiding Uncertainty 
Part 2"

https://vimeo.com/485621772
https://vimeo.com/485621772
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Hofstede in the 10-minute talk you listened to, explained the correlation 

between uncertainty avoidance and power distance. Some have stated that 

there is a negative correlation between the two. This means that people 

from low-power distance cultures can be more high uncertainty avoidance 

while high-power distance cultures normally are low uncertainty avoidance. 

Plueddemann states that this makes sense because in low power distance 

cultures “the law is king” while in high power distance cultures “the king is 

the law” (Plueddemann, Leading Across Cultures, p. 131). Since the 

process for changing law is much more complicated than for the “king” to 

change his mind. Change can occur at the whim of the leader. However, 

Hofstede’s research showed that the correlation was not so clear. Hofstede 

found that by asking how people would organize and describe themselves 

as an organization manifested the correlation between power distance and 

uncertainty avoidance. Hofstede described the results as follows:

12

High Power Distance/ 
High Uncertainty Avoidance

Countries: Latin America, France, Russia, 
SE Europe, Japan, Korea

An organization is like a pyramid. There 
needs to be someone at the top and 
everyone has their place.

Low Power Distance/
High Uncertainty Avoidance

Countries: Germany, Switzerland, Baltic 
Europe

An organization is like a well-oiled 
machine that operates by itself. Most of 
the time the boss doesn’t need to interfere

High Power Distance/ 
Low Uncertainty Avoidance

Countries: China and India

An organization is like a family. In these 
countries many family owned businesses 
and many family members are employed 
in the business.

Low Power Distance/Low Uncertainty 
Avoidance

Countries: Anglo Saxon, U.S., Nordic 
Countries, Netherlands

An organization is like a market. Everyone 
is at work and nothing lasts forever.
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Therefore, although a correlation exists between power distance and 

uncertainty avoidance, the correlation is not always followed in some 

cultures. Once again, this supports the need for CQ Strategy and not just 

the knowledge based on research.

Hofstede noted in two long-term research projects with 

durations of 30 years and 80 years, that there was no 

significant shift in the uncertainty avoidance values of any 

country. The only rise and fall of this value related to 

uncertainty was due to global (not country specific) crises, 

such as wars and global economic challenges. These facts 

are clear indicators for those working in multi-national 

organizations and multi-national teams that everyone on 

the team does not approach uncertainty the same. 

Everyone is not thinking alike. The challenge of leaders of 

these organizations and teams is to train your people in 

cultural differences and build systems that take into account 

these differences and are understood by everyone.

Closing Thoughts



If you are from a LUA culture and have team members from HUA 

cultures, remember that the HUA person wants to have things written 

down and know what the rules and expectations are. If you have several 

team members from HUA cultures, you may need to write out some 

policies and rules, even if as a person with less uncertainty avoidance 

you prefer more informal relationships. Remember that your team 

members may be more resistant to change and less likely to take the 

risks you are.

If you are from a HUA culture and have team members from LUA 

cultures, your meticulous records and detailed reports you require from 

them may drive them crazy.  Unlike you, they think there should be some 

tolerance when they break the rules and don’t follow policy.

I started this session by sharing my own need for a plan. I also need 

rules and to know parameters, and to have clear direction that is normally 

written down. On the other hand, I’m not great with meticulous records 

and for me change is not that difficult.  Maybe it’s because I’ve lived in 

different cultures for expanded period of time, or partly due to personality, 

but I’m a hybrid. My uncertainty avoidance would not be on an extreme. 

You may find this true of your team members as well. If you work on a 

multiethnic team and are serious about building a team where everyone 

thrives, it is worth having the conversations with them!
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ACTIVITY
Talk to your culture coach or coaches about how the culture you are attempting to 

understand deals with the subject of uncertainty avoidance. Remember, your 

coach may not understand these things, so it will be great to have your planned 

CQ Strategy thoughts and questions prepared before the conversations.

15

Remember:

High uncertainty avoidance is not better or worse than Low uncertainty 

avoidance. It is different. Acknowledge, accept, appreciate and adapt!
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