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ABSTRACT 

 

In this paper I present an approach based on Cultural Studies to conceive of and pursue cultural 

inquiry in international management. For this purpose, I first develop a genealogical framework 

for understanding how the international management literature has engaged with culture over the 

past forty years.  This framework focuses on decisions that international management scholars 

have made as they attempt to address culture in their research.  It also focuses on the 

consequences of these decisions, which have skewed the field towards certain intellectual 

positions and have maintained culture as a problematic concept. In the last section I present an 

alternative approach situated within Cultural Studies to address the problem of culture in 

international management scholarship. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

ulture is a key concept in international management scholarship both for research that focuses on 

managing cultural differences among individuals in organizations as well as research that makes 

comparisons across organizations in different geographic settings (Adler, 1984).  It is assumed that 

culture is central for organizational processes, as it influences managerial performance and how organizations adapt 

to their environment (e.g. Roberts & Boyacigiller, 1984; Erez & Earley, 1993; Sekaran, 1983). Given the presumed 

influence culture exerts on organizational processes, both the at micro level of human behavior and at the macro 

level of organizational adaptation, international management scholars have put great effort into developing a science 

of culture.  

 

Yet, scholars within the field have confronted several difficulties when addressing culture in their research, 

encountering many obstacles to ultimately developing a uniform understanding of the concept (e.g. Bhagat & 

McQuaid, 1982; Cavusgil & Das, 1997; Drenth, 1985; Hofstede, 2006; Lim & Firkola, 2000; Gelfand, Erez, & 

Aycan, 2007; Roberts, 1970; Roberts & Boyacigiller, 1984; Tsui, Nifadkar & Yi Ou, 2007; Werner, 2002).  

Beginning with the work of Haire, Ghiselli & Porter (1966) as the first scholars to clearly focus on culture, the field 

of international management has gone through over forty years of continuing debate regarding the usefulness of 

culture for the purposes of research (e.g. Triandis, 2003). This ongoing debate can be described as the problem of 

culture, which has emerged as researchers attempt to develop a general theory of culture, along with corresponding 

methodologies that can predict culture‘s effect on different organizational variables (e.g. Aycan, 2000; Roberts, 

1970; Roberts & Boyacigiller, 1984; Smith, 2003).   

 

Even though the problem of culture has not been solved, in recent years there has been an explosion of 

cultural inquiry within international management.  The emergence of Geert Hofstede‘s work, in particular Culture’s 

Consequences (1980), was a turning point for the field, with hundreds of studies adopting Hofstede‘s framework. 

Despite difficulties, it seemed as if the field had achieved the sought-after general theory of culture and had agreed 

on adequate cultural methodologies. This trend appears to sustain claims that Hofstede‘s work has become a 

paradigm for international management research (Søndergaard, 1994).  

 

In addition to Hofstede‘s accomplishments, the amount of work dedicated to international business research 

has accelerated at an astonishing rate compared to the early days of the field during the 1960s. This surge of research 

has produced new calls for greater theoretical and methodological sophistication, more collaborative work, and more 

C 
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integrative frameworks (Boyacigiller & Adler, 1991; Kitayama, 2002; Meyer, 2007; Tsui, 2004; Tsui et al., 2007; 

Wright & Ricks, 1994). Due to this rise in new research, it is not surprising that debates about the usefulness of 

cultural considerations for international management have also increased (e.g. Singh, 2007). Further, the number of 

recent articles and books calling for greater sophistication in statistical methods based on precise constructs of 

culture seems to signify that a new ―wave‖ of debates concerning theoretical and methodological issues is upon us 

(e.g. Cavusgil & Das, 1997; Earley & Singh, 2000; Fisher et al., 2005; Johnson, Lenartowicz & Apud, 2006; 

Kitayama, 2002; Gelfand, Erez & Aycan, 2007; Kirkman, Lowe & Gibson, 2006; Hofstede, 2006; Lenartowicz & 

Roth, 1999; Leung et al., 2005; Lim & Firkola, 2000; Meyer, 2007; Miller, 2002; Shaffer & Riordan; 2003; Shenkar, 

2001; Tjosvold & Leung, 2003; Tsui, 2004; Tsui, Nifadkar & Yi Ou, 2007; Werner, 2002).  

 

This paper is located within this new ―wave‖ of discussions, but my goal is not to expand on or refine 

current constructs and notions of culture in the international management literature. Rather, informed by the ―field‖ 

of Cultural Studies and postmodern organizational theory, my aim is to present newer approaches for conceiving of 

and pursuing cultural inquiry. Accordingly, this paper serves one main objective: to introduce Cultural Studies 

theorizing in international management scholarship. Through this objective, the paper engages with the problem of 

culture in a way that responds to exhortations by international management scholars calling for the integration of 

contextualized approaches to culture (e.g. Tsui, 2004; Tsui et al., 2007; Gelfand et al., 2007), for the incorporation 

of contemporary cultural inquiry that the field is not yet acknowledging (e.g. Weisinger & Salipante, 2000), as well 

as the application of dynamic and malleable notions of culture (e.g. Erez & Gati; 2004, Leung et al., 2005).   

 

 In order to situate my arguments within the contemporary and interdisciplinary space of Cultural Studies, I 

develop a framework for understanding how international management scholarship has engaged with culture over the 

years. This framework allows me to describe certain decisions international management scholars have made when 

attempting to solve the problem of culture and the consequences of these decisions in skewing the field into specific 

intellectual positions.  Understanding the field in this manner opens a door toward the repositioning of culture that I 

advocate in this paper.  

 

To be clear, this is not a comprehensive literature review. Over the years many in-depth reviews have 

already been published (e.g. Aycan, 2000; Barret & Bass, 1976; Bhagat & McQuaid, 1982; Boyacigiller et al., 1996; 

Cavusgil & Das, 1997; Gelfand, Erez, & Aycan, 2007; Lenartowicz  & Roth, 1999; Leung et al., 2005; Roberts, 

1970; Tsui, Nifadkar & Yi Ou, 2007, Werner, 2002).  Rather, by historicizing the practices of cultural inquiry and 

the pragmatic decisions made by scholars within international management when addressing culture as a problem, 

this paper is closer to a genealogical understanding (Foucault, 1972).   

 

For this purpose, I recognize three different phases in the articulation of the notion of culture within the 

field: The quest for methods, the attainment, and the post-attainment phases. My analysis focuses on the on-going 

debates in the field regarding the epistemological status of ―culture.‖  In general, my representation of these debates 

constitute ―the cultures of international management,‖ a re-presentation made possible, as will eventually become 

clear, by my location at the onset in a Cultural Studies perspective.   

 

  The paper unfolds as follows: In the first section I discuss the quest for methods phase, characterized by the 

work of international management scholars who attempted to develop a scientific understanding of international 

management. In the second section I present the attainment phase, characterized by the work of scholars who decided 

to conduct research based on specific methodological approaches and constructs of culture in order to understand 

how to manage across cultures. Lastly, I consider the possibility of a post-attainment phase in international 

management scholarship by discussing the notion of culture I advocate in this paper and the contributions that 

Cultural Studies can make to the field via an ontological repositioning of the idea of culture.  Table 1 summarizes 

these arguments. 
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Table 1 

The Cultures of International Management 

 

Phases in the 

Articulation of 

―Culture‖ 

Periods within each phase Dominant characteristics 

 

Representative works 

 

Quest for methods  Comparative management  Organizational Comparisons Haire, Ghiselli & Porter, 

1966 

 Value orientation  Preference for specific 

solutions 

 

Parsons, 1964 

Kluckhohn 1951, 1962 

Kluckhohn & Strodbeck, 

1961 

Kroeber & Kluckhohn, 1952 

 Culture as a parameter  Systematically organized  

 Deduct culture 

Roberts, 1970 

Attainment   Cross-cultural 

management 

 Cultural differences 

 

Adler, 1984 

 Epistemological concerns   General theory of culture Roberts & Boyacigiller, 

1984 

 The ―rush forward‖  

 

 Parameter Hofstede, 1980 

House et al. 2004 

 Re-emergence of the 

culture debates 

 ―Validity‖ of culture 

  

Redding, 1994 

Boyacigiller & Adler 1994 

Cavusgil & Das, 1997 

Weisinger & Salipante, 2000 

Tsui et al, 2007 

Post-Attainment ? 

 
 Postmodern,  

poststructuralist, & 

postcolonial org. theory 

(not discussed in this 

paper) 

 Cultural Studies 

 Changes in culture – idea, 

practice, and as social reality 

 Practices of cultural knowledge 

 Cultural knowledge and power 

Williams 1958, 1961, 1976, 

1982 

Kroeber & Kluckhohn, 1952 

Rosaldo, 1993,1997 

Hall, 1980a, 1980b, 1996 

1997a, 1997b 

 

 

THE QUEST FOR METHODS PHASE 

 

In general, the quest for methods phase was a period in which scholars interested in international 

management issues established the foundations of a scholarly field based on sound scientific methods for 

comparative research while also attempting to develop theoretical understandings for culture as such. That is, 

international management research considered issues of culture, if at all, primarily as a methodological issue with 

some epistemological concerns appearing more clearly at the end of this phase. The phase ended with recognition 

that despite its methodological soundness the field lacked conceptual sophistication in its understanding of culture. 

 

I distinguish two periods in this phase. The first period is exemplified by the work of pioneers like Harbison 

& Myers (1959), Farmer & Richman (1965), and Haire, Ghiselli & Porter (1966). These scholars developed a set of 

approaches for comparative studies of management in different geographic settings. The second period comprises the 

work of scholars who expanded on the work done in the first period by developing cultural variables, despite the 

absence of a clear theory or definition of culture specific to international management (e.g. Lammers & Hickson, 

1979).  These two periods are bridged by the apparently unreflective adoption of the notion of ―value orientation‖ 

borrowed from certain works in structural functionalist cultural anthropology.  The borrowing of this notion will 

prove to have everlasting consequences for the field.  
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Comparative Management:  The Beginnings 

 

 The foundational role of Harbison & Myers (1959), Farmer & Richman (1965), and Haire, Ghiselli, & 

Porter (1966) still echoes in many works within the field, and it is for this reason that I initiate the discussion by 

acknowledging their legacy as an often forgotten point of origin for the problem of culture. The work of this group of 

scholars had a common interest: to contribute to the economic development of nations and to introduce the science 

of management into developing countries.  Their contribution can be summarized as follows:  

 

1. They started a tradition in comparative management, where the unstated norm for comparison was the 

industrialized nations, in particular the US.  

2. Initiated a discourse within the nascent field of international management aimed at using the scientific 

method as exemplified by positivist research to discover managerial universals that could be transplanted 

around the globe.  

 

  Of particular importance for this phase is Haire, Ghiselli and Porter‘s work. They demonstrated how survey-

based research could be integrated into international management by providing examples of questionnaires, 

discussing how to deal with issues of translation, specifying the need to define culture as an independent variable, 

and addressing issues of sampling. All these contributions forward to standards of comparison, which promised to 

contribute to the generalizability and validity of findings in international management scholarship.  Haire, Ghiselli 

and Porter‘s work is perhaps the most influential approach for international management research to these days. 

  

Bridging The Periods:  Value Orientation And The Study Of Culture 

 

  Farmer & Richman (1965) and Haire, Ghiselli, & Porter (1966) clearly suggested the need for a notion of 

culture in order to explain the process of management adaptability to different settings. However, if culture was the 

principle that could explain managerial adaptability then there was a need for a precise unifying construct that would 

allow for addressing the variability in these settings. But even if a precise construct of culture was obtained, how 

could it be made operational? International management scholars addressed these questions by incorporating insights 

from the work of cultural anthropologists Kluckhohn (1951, 1962), Kroeber & Kluckhohn (1952), Kroeber & 

Parsons (1958) and Kluckhohn & Strodbeck (1961).  

 

  As Schein (1985) explains, cultural research in organizational studies based on the principle of value 

orientation such as Hall (1959) or Hofstede (1980) can be traced back to the work of Kluckhohn & Strodbeck 

(1961). A connection between the fields of international management and cultural anthropology was made at this 

historical juncture. However, this connection was possible because of the already dominant conceptual influence of 

structural functionalism in both fields of knowledge at the time. That is, the work of Kluckhohn (1951, 1962), 

Kroeber & Kluckhohn (1952), Kroeber & Parsons (1958), Kluckhohn & Strodbeck (1961), Farmer & Richman 

(1965) and Haire, Ghiselli, & Porter (1966) all share the influence of structural functionalism from the work of 

Talcott Parsons, which permeated US social thought and research during the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s. Parsons‘ 

(1964) focus on cultural values as constitutive of the core stabilizing mechanism of the social system, offered the 

connecting principle for both fields. 

 

  While citing the relevance of Parsonian thought for the development of organizational science is not a new 

argument (e.g. Burrell, 1996; Burrell & Morgan, 1979; Marsden & Townley, 1996; Weiss, 1983), I do want to call 

particular attention to the impact of structural functionalism as a historical fact for the study of culture in 

international management.   

 

The Route To Culture:  Culture As A Parameter 

 

In the late 1960s and the 1970s, the work of structural functionalist cultural anthropologists along with the 

work of Farmer & Richman and Haire, Ghiselli & Porter established the foundations for research on culture in 

international management. The turn to culture in international management research was developing momentum. 
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However, there was no clear and operationalizable construct of culture in these works. It is for this reason that 

Roberts (1970) makes the following and now famous remark about the need for a construct of culture:  

 

Without some theoretical notions explaining culture and predicting its effect on other variables, we cannot make 

sense of cross-cultural comparisons (1970: 330). 

 

 As this quote illustrates, scholars working within this period of the quest for methods phase were starting to 

shift their focus from ambiguous cultural variables towards the development of a cultural theory that unambiguously 

explained the process of managerial adaptation.  

 

THE ATTAINMENT PHASE 

 

 The attainment phase characterizes the current state of affairs for cultural research in international 

management. Scholars within this phase have adopted specific constructs of culture (e.g. Hofstede, 1980) and have 

produced an astonishing high number of culture based research. However, many other scholars are voicing their 

alarm about the field‘s status quo (e.g. Redding, 1994; 2003).  

 

 To develop on this, I describe three periods within the attainment phase. The first period is characterized by 

the work of scholars, who following the arguments in the last period of the quest for methods phase, called for the 

development of a general theory for the study of culture. The second period comprises the work of scholars who 

decided to adapt the work of Hofstede and others and proceeded to conduct cultural research as if the field had 

achieved a generally agreed upon parameter of culture. Lastly, there is the work of scholars that are cautioning about 

the ―boom‖ of research in international management that decided to ignore epistemological and methodological 

problems with dominant constructs of culture in international management.  

 

Cross-Cultural Management: The Search For A Construct Of Culture 

 

The first period of the attainment phase was characterized by the work of scholars interested in ―distilling‖ 

the concept of culture. Scholars in this period attempted to develop a rigorous science of culture for the management 

of people and organizations across cultures (e.g. Adler, 1984; Adler, 1983a, 1983b, 1983c; Aldemir, 1986; Child & 

Tayeb, 1982; Drenth, 1985; Evan, 1973; Feldman, 1986; Inzerilli, 1981; Jamieson, 1982; Lincoln, Hanada & Olsen, 

1981; Roberts & Boyacigiller, 1984; Sekaran, 1983; Sorge; 1982; Triandis, 1982). In short, scholars wanted to 

develop a general theory of culture and prescribe generally agreed upon methods. It is for this reason that Roberts & 

Boyacigiller (1984) affirm that:  

 

A good paradigm will either specify a definition of culture or replace it with a set of measurable variables that 

might together reflect potential important setting impacts on organizations (Roberts & Boyacigiller, 1984: 428).  

 

Epistemological Concerns  

 

As the previous quote illustrates, the first period of the attainment phase was ending and a new period was 

emerging. Scholars in the early stages of this period continued their call for a paradigm that could provide a general 

theory of culture and describe adequate cultural methodologies (e.g. Adler, 1983b; Adler 1983c; Adler & 

Villafranca, 1981; Roberts & Boyacigiller, 1984; Sekaran, 1983)  

 

However, despite the interest at this point to engage with epistemological problems for the acquisition of 

cultural knowledge and attempts to develop a comprehensive theory for the study of culture in international 

management, eventually these efforts seem to have waned. Many international management scholars decided to take 

a different approach, going ahead and conducting research based on several constructs of culture already available 

while giving less importance to the lack of a general theory of culture to inform their research. The sheer number of 

scholars that opted for this other ―path‖ had the effect of declaring an implicit moratorium on the epistemological 

and methodological arguments for the study of culture as if the question of ―culture‖ in the field had been settled.  
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International Management:  The Rush Forward 

 

This issue is exemplified by the typologies of culture and cultural methodologies of Hall & Hall (1990), 

Hofstede (1980), House et. al (2004), Triandis (1983), Trompenars (1993), and Schwartz (1992, 1994). Scholars 

within this group have focused on doing cultural research using culture as an independent variable. This decision has 

produced a great increase in cultural research using one of the aforementioned theories of culture, in particular 

Hofstede‘s (1980).  

 

This rush to research could be attributed to the impatience among international management scholars who, 

after more than 40 years of debate about culture, decided to take a stand on the issue and show what the field could 

do with the knowledge it had already acquired (e.g. Lim & Firkola, 2000).  

 

The Problem Of Culture:  The Re-Emergence Of The Culture Debates  

 

Even though it is clear now that mainstream international management has adopted the typologies of 

cultures developed by Hofstede and others (e.g. Daft & Lewin, 1990); the field has never achieved a consensus about 

culture. It is for this reason that some scholars working from within the attainment phase are calling for the critical 

assessment of contemporary cultural inquiry in international management. The calls for change can further be 

organized into three groups. First, there is the increasing number of scholars that question the unreflective adoption 

of Hofstede‘s research (e.g. Hofstede, 1991; Kirkman et al., 2006;  McSweeney, 2002). Second, is the work of 

scholars, who within a positivist epistemology and functionalist paradigm, have challenged the adequacy of current 

constructs and methodologies for cultural inquiry in international management (e.g. Cavusgil & Das, 1997; Erez & 

Gati, 2004; Johnson, Lenartowickz & Apud, 2006; Lenartowickz & Roth, 1999; Nasif et al, 1991; Schaffer & 

Riordan, 2003; Tayeb, 1994; Tsui, 2004). Lastly, there is the work of scholars who have  re-initiated the 

epistemological arguments for the development of a science of culture (e.g. Boyacigiller & Adler, 1994; Boyacigiller 

et al., 1996; Redding, 1994, 2003; Weisinger & Salipante, 2000).  

 

From this discussion, it appears that the problem of culture in international management scholarship has not 

been resolved. Even though many scholars have located themselves into the attainment phase, other international 

management scholars are still actively debating the problems of performing cultural research and are resurrecting 

epistemological arguments. It is at this point that this paper may make a contribution.  Congruent with the work of 

Weisinger & Salipante 2000, I argue that alternatives to the arguments about culture that so far have dominated 

international management can be found in areas of scholarly work that the field has been reluctant to acknowledge. 

Moreover, these alternative areas of research can provide answers to the questions posted by contemporary scholars 

that recognize the multilayered and ever changing nature of cultural phenomena which current cross-cultural 

management theory and method cannot explain (e.g. Leung et al., 2005).  However, for these alternatives to make 

sense the field may need to understand its own ideas of ―culture‖ in a very different way and develop new 

conceptualizations through a ―post-attainment phase.‖ This post-attainment phase would consider issues of culture 

for international management differently.  

 

Some Antecedents:  The Crisis Of Representation In Cultural Anthropology 

 

Along with postmodern and postcolonial organizational theory, other developments in organizational 

studies have allowed for what I describe as a post-attainment phase to emerge. First is the importance of the work of 

Clifford Geertz, George Marcus, Michael Fisher and Renato Rosaldo in describing the crisis of representation in 

cultural anthropology.  Second is the influence of scholars working within organizational culture.   

 

The crisis of representation refers to a transitional moment in cultural anthropology when the canons for 

performing cultural research were keenly debated and new forms for doing cultural scholarship emerged. Many 

organizational scholars were deeply influenced by these debates (e.g. Martin & Frost, 1996; Smircich, 1983; Stablein 

& Nord, 1985). However, their work, while greatly influential in organizational culture has not been as influential in 
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international management scholarship (Boyacigiller & Adler, 1994). The post-attainment phase I explain in the 

following sections builds on the work of these scholars.  

 

A POST-ATTAINMENT PHASE? 

 

 In line with the genealogical approach that informs the paper, I forward this post-attainment phase as a 

heuristic device. This phase could be characterized as a period in international management scholarship that would 

incorporate cultural insights of contemporary social theory, such as postmodern and post-colonial theories and, in 

particular for the interest of this paper, Cultural Studies.  I will not discuss contributions that postmodern and post-

colonial theories may be able to make in international management scholarship since several other scholars have 

already done so (e.g., Banerjee & Linstead, 2001; Calás & Smircich, 1999;  Kilduf & Mehra, 1997; Prasad, 2003, 

Westwood, 2006). I will instead focus on Cultural Studies, for it is this theoretical approach that would speak more 

directly and forcefully to the problem of culture as an ontological problem. 

 

The particular focus on Cultural Studies that I take in this paper emerged in the Centre for Contemporary 

Cultural Studies (CCCS) at the University of Birmingham and is informed by the work of Raymond Williams (1958, 

1961, 1976 ) along with the contribution of contemporary Cultural Studies scholars (e.g. du Gay, 1996; du Gay et al. 

1997; Rosaldo, 1993, 1997; Slack 1996), with particular emphasis on the work by Stuart Hall (1980a, 1980b, 1992, 

1997a, 1997b). As such, the approach to Cultural Studies I take can be further identified as that of British Cultural 

Studies. Contemporary Cultural Studies scholars have expanded the original work of Raymond Williams (1958, 

1961, 1976), Richard Hoggart (1957), and E.P. Thompson (1963) to include forms of social inquiry characteristic of 

the postmodern turn (Hall, 1980a, 1980b). I do not engage with the work of these scholars directly but present the 

implications of their work for the problem of culture in international management.  

 

In general, a post-attainment phase informed by Cultural Studies would be characterized by the following: 

 

 It would recognize the shifting meaning of the term culture through its use in describing social reality 

wherever it may happen. That is, our ideas about culture are always in the making, never stable, and always 

changing along with the social reality they attempt to describe.  Consequently, it is impossible to stabilize 

and reify our understandings of culture either as a ―process‖ or as a ―parameter.‖   

 

 It would place particular importance to analyzing the process of producing cultural knowledge. This entails 

understanding how the idea of culture is used, has been used in the past, and with what purposes by 

focusing on the particularities of cultural research and theory itself as a signifying practice. 

 

 It would also require awareness of issues of power in the practice of cultural inquiry. This entails an 

awareness of the origins of our ideas about culture and the different uses and functions these ideas have 

served and continue to serve within the Western societies that originated them.   

 

Thinking “Culture” 

 

It is important to mention from the outset that, even though Cultural Studies might seem unrelated to 

international management, this is not the case: both fields of knowledge share a common origin in the debates about 

culture prevalent in the 1940s and 1950s. International management scholars, however, influenced by the structural 

functionalism of Talcott Parsons, provided different answers to these debates and, consequently, made different 

decisions than those taken by Raymond Williams and his followers. These common roots can be evidenced in the 

importance of Kroeber & Kluckhohn‘s work (1952) for both fields (e.g. Boyacigiller et al. 1996; Williams, 1976).   

 

Given the importance of Kroeber & Kluckhohn‘s work as one of the historical roots for positivist 

international management research and also as one of the informants of Cultural Studies, it is important to take a 

closer look to this often ignored ‗canonical‘ work. In their influential work, Culture: a critical review of concepts 

and definitions, Kroeber & Kluckhohn (1952) made three important contributions to the study of culture: they 



International Business & Economics Research Journal – July 2008 Volume 7, Number 7 

102 

historicized the shifting meanings associated with culture, created a summary of the definitions of culture provided 

by different fields of knowledge, and presented an argument for the empirical study of culture based on a clear 

culture parameter and sound scientific methods. However, management literature that quotes the work of Kroeber & 

Kluckhohn typically cites it to prove the difficulty of defining culture or as a mere cataloging of definitions of 

culture. Nevertheless, the work of Kroeber & Kluckhohn was much more than that. This work catalogued different 

definitions of culture, historicized the origins of the word culture, described the different meanings culture has had 

through history, explained the different practices of culture that originated from each new meaning, and described 

the particular social accomplishment culture in its contemporary semantic meaning represents for Western societies. 

Moreover, and perhaps more importantly, this work assisted in making the ontological argument that allowed 

structural functionalism to develop a science of culture (e.g. Kluckhohn & Kroeber, 1961). The ontological 

resolution regarding culture achieved in this period was of great consequence for international management scholars 

by enabling the epistemological and methodological debates characteristic of the pre and attainment phases.  

 

 Thus, while international  management scholars decided to follow the path to culture developed by Talcott 

Parsons, Clyde and Florence Kluckhohn, Fred Strodbeck, and Alfred Kroeber other scholars influenced by the work 

of Raymond Williams have used the same arguments exemplified by Kroeber and Kluckhohn and developed them 

into a different field of cultural inquiry. This other group of scholars advocated a field of ―cultural‖ analysis that 

focused on the formation of the idea of culture itself as an on going process of meaning and social formation (e.g. 

Williams, 1982). 

 

Implications Of Cultural Studies As One Informant Within A Post-Attainment Phase 

 

Consequently, a post-attainment phase informed by Cultural Studies would develop a reflexive cultural 

inquiry, aware of its implication in creating specific meanings for culture through research, analysis and writing 

about culture (e.g. Rosaldo, 1993). This form of thinking and researching culture acknowledges the specific forms in 

which our ideas of culture emerge and are continuously changing through the practice and process of doing cultural 

inquiry. Moreover, this form of researching culture is aware of its own implication in circulating meaning within its 

own societies. That is, focuses on cultural research as a signifying practice.  

 

This form of inquiry would explicitly acknowledge that in conducting cultural research, we are not just 

describing the process by which people create culture, neither are we just discovering structures or dimensions of 

culture that exist in the cultural system, but we are also continuously changing our very understanding of the concept 

---i.e., we are creating and recreating the idea of culture.  For the sheer reality of practicing cultural research, of 

conducting research and writing about culture unavoidably attaches new meanings to our notions of culture in a 

dynamic, continuous fashion. Therefore, ―culture,‖ the term we claim to be studying -- whether through a 

questionnaire or participant observation -- is never complete but always emergent alongside the reality under study.  

 

Moreover, a post-attainment phase informed by Cultural Studies assumes that cultural inquiry is produced 

within systems of knowledge that have developed in the West; systems of knowledge that in turn have created very 

specific ways of representing those others, who traditionally have been the focus of cultural research and practice. 

Contemporary forms of cultural inquiry, independently of whether they are positivist or naturalistic, have developed 

within a Western historical context and it is these traditions for ―exploring‖ culture the ones we use to conduct 

research and the ones we use when we write about cultural findings.  This is a somewhat different argument from that 

of ―cultural sensitivity‖ for it would acknowledge the semiotic importance of our descriptions about culture in 

circulating meaning within specific cultural systems. It would recognize not just that researchers come from a 

cultural specific context but also that their work is a cultural intervention that circulates meaning within their own 

cultural systems in very specific ways.  The implication for international management is that the practice of writing 

and doing cultural research changes our meanings and practices about culture along with the social contexts in which 

the research is published and consumed. Consequently, a post-attainment phase informed by Cultural Studies will 

focus as well on how ―meanings of culture‖ are already implicated in systems of power relations that emerged 

throughout the historical development of the concept and that continue to be present in contemporary uses of the idea 

of culture (e.g. Hall, 1996; Said, 1993).  
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Furthermore, this form of thinking about culture recognizes that in the process of researching and writing 

about culture it is impossible for the researcher to separate from the systems of ideas and meanings existent in his/her 

own cultural system. That is, it is impossible for the researcher to detach herself (himself) from the historical 

processes that have created Western ideas about culture; we are the product of these histories and are also part of the 

new histories being written. Thus, we are always adjudicating meaning from within systems of signification present 

in our own cultural systems. This is not a new insight in international management research but it is new insofar as it 

is not considered as a limitation but rather as the only possible condition that would allow for cultural research to 

continue. Thus, the focus of ―cross-cultural‖ research would change from making the subjects of research knowable 

to how they are translated through our own systems of ideas about culture.   

 

Also, a post-attainment phase informed by Cultural Studies would not focus on whether culture exists or 

how we can obtain knowledge about it. Such a post-attainment phase would detach itself from traditional 

metaphysical arguments and would take an anti-essentialist stand on culture. It would consider ―culture‖ not an 

essential human or social characteristic but as a term that is of human creation at a particular time and with a 

particular genealogy.  That is, ―culture‖ would be rendered not as the defining/essentialized human characteristic of 

both positivist and naturalist cross-cultural research, but as an idea embedded in a particular history, an idea that 

have had many different meanings and uses along its history and to which new meanings are still being assigned.  

 

However, recognizing a genealogy of ―culture‖ also implies recognizing the importance of its 

contemporary, albeit shifting, meanings as a set of practices that defines our notions of social organization.  For 

instance, structural-functionalism as a way of framing the idea of culture for all societies was mostly a mirror of the 

principles of social organization prevalent in certain anglophone societies in the West at a particular point in time.  

Unfortunately, much of contemporary international management research continues to be a reflection of these 

principles. Cultural Studies would foster focusing on the origins of this form of thinking culture as a necessary step 

for transcending it.   

 

Specifically, from a Cultural Studies perspective Western societies have developed a system of social 

organization around the Latin term cultūra, which has developed into a set of ideas and social practices over which a 

‗‗cultural‘‘ order has emerged. Moreover, contemporary societies, whether Western or not, have adopted the idea of 

culture to describe their idiosyncrasies or to characterize their civilizations. Given this development of the idea of 

culture as an organizing principle for the West that has been transplanted to other societies around the globe Cultural 

Studies does not argue with culture but wants to call attention to the particular social and historical development 

contemporary ideas of culture represent (e.g.,Williams, 1976, 1982). 

 

Further, our ideas of culture have had many meanings from their origin in Western Classic antiquity to 

contemporary times, and along with these shifting meanings the West has come to understand its own societies and 

those different from its own (e.g. Said, 1978; 1993). But this on-ongoing formation of the idea and practice of 

culture is in no way over. Thus, doing international management research in a post-attainment phase informed by 

Cultural Studies would recognize as normal the shifting meaning of the term culture along with the social reality 

being described through the term.  

 

In summary, a post-attainment phase informed by Cultural Studies would take issue with how the idea of 

culture has been used in international management. The aim would be to move away from the problem of culture as 

it has been articulated in the quest for methods and attainment phases, with their focus on how ‗‗best‘‘ to understand 

culture and how ‗‗best‘‘ to obtain knowledge about it. International management scholarship would instead 

acknowledge that culture more than expressing an essential truth about different human groups is a metaconcept of 

social organization that is always in flux.  

 

Therefore, if international management scholars aim to understand the ever-increasing complexity of 

‗‗cultural‘‘ human differences around the planet it would be necessary to understand first the term used to translate 

and comprehend those differences. Attempts at defining, stabilizing, and reifying ―culture‖ that have been typical in 

international management scholarship reduce rather than increase the ability to understand the concept and the social 
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realities it purports to explain (e.g. Erez & Gati, 2004). For instance, under conditions of globalization new cultural 

differences that do not correspond to national or geographic divides continue to emerge. Issues of massive migration, 

border cultures (such as those emerging in the US-Mexico border), and transportation and communication 

technologies have fostered the creation of new cultural forms that dominant constructs of culture cannot possibly 

explain or even acknowledge (e.g. Appadurai, 1990; Featherstone, 1995; Garcia-Canclini, 1989; Harvey, 1990; 

Manalansan & Cruz-Malavé, 2002). To recognize these realities, then, Cultural Studies fosters understanding of the 

uses of the term culture, its development and its limits in order to present notions of culture that are malleable and 

that acknowledge the multiple realities of contemporary societies (e.g. Rosaldo, 1993; Slack, 1996). This requires 

uneasiness regarding theory and method, ambiguity as the only characteristic possible for cultural inquiry, and a 

commitment to change our methods and theories as ―the new historical realities we engage keep also moving on 

down the road‖ (Slack, 1996: 114). Stuart Hall elaborates on this approach:  

 

I want to suggest a different metaphor for theoretical work: the metaphor of struggle, of wrestling with angels. The 

only theory worth having is that which you have to fight off, not that which you speak with profound fluency (1992: 

280).  

 

Repercussions For International Management:  The Circuit Of Culture 

 

This discussion, however, still leaves open the question of how can we use this for research. If our ideas 

about culture are not stable but keep changing along with the reality under study, how then, can we possibly perform 

research? To answer this question scholars who worked at Centre but that later moved to the Open University 

developed the heuristic known as the Circuit of Culture (du Gay et al., 1997). 

 

The Circuit of Culture is a heuristic that guides the researcher as she (he) attempts to understand 

connections among different social practices that might otherwise seem completely disconnected.  This process is 

guided by the insights provided through articulation theory (Hall, 1980b, 1996b; Slack, 1996).  The Circuit of 

Culture contextualizes the connections among different cultural practices: the cultural practices of the researcher and 

the practices of the people under study.  However, for this article, I focus solely on the implications of the Circuit of 

Culture for researchers in cross-cultural management.  This is accomplished by differentiating among several 

discrete moments in the process of cultural inquiry, these moments are: representation, production, consumption, 

identity, and regulation.   

 

REPRESENTATION 

 

The moment of representation focuses on how an idea is depicted symbolically and what meanings such 

depictions convey (e.g. Calás, 1987; Hall, 1997a ; Kilduff & Mehra, 1997).  For instance, when studying managerial 

practices in the maquiladoras of the US-Mexico border, a researcher will usually perform a literature review, which 

will encompass both the maquiladoras and the people working in them before conducting any empirical research.  

Furthermore, the researcher is exposed to other representations of maquiladoras and Mexico within her (his) cultural 

system, such as the popular and professional media, all of which convey differing and even contradictory 

representations of maquiladoras.  Thus, at the moment of representation the researcher needs to focus on the specific 

meanings she (he) is decoding from within her (his) own cultural system and how these meanings are rendering her 

(his) object of study intelligible.   
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Figure 1 

The Circuit of Culture1 

 
PRODUCTION 

 

In the moment of production, analysis focuses on the processes that enable specific meanings about culture 

to be created and communicated within a social system (e.g. du Gay, 1997).
 
Thus the analysis is on the material 

creation of a cultural product and how this product is encoded with certain meanings
2
.  

 

The process of creating a cultural product demands that in order for that product to be intelligible it must be 

encoded with certain meanings; these meanings must be recognized as true by whoever is going to be the reader or 

consumer of the product. In the moment of production, chains of meaning existing in the linguistic system become 

attributed to a specific cultural product. Chains of meaning thus serve as a bridge between the producer of the 

cultural product and the consumers of it (Barthes, 1972).  This process seems to be far from the realities of 

management and cross-cultural management. However, analysis of production for international management requires 

the analysis of the meanings produced in the process of creating a cultural product from within the multiple traditions 

of cultural inquiry present in the field. This is done by paying attention to the cultures of production and the work of 

cultural intermediaries. Cultural intermediaries are those people who work directly in assigning meaning to the idea 

of culture and who consequently are also responsible for circulating meaning about culture within their own societies 

                                                 
1 Reproduced from: Hall, S. 1997. Representation: Cultural representations and signifying practices. London: Sage  
2 A cultural product is a generic term used to refer to anything that has a claim to culture, from an idea (like Culture) or a text 

(like a published OMJ article) among others.  
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--- i.e. those who work within the culture industries (Bourdieu, 1984).  On the other hand, the cultures of production 

refer to the specific rules and logics that determine the process of production.    

 

Simply put, cultural intermediaries create a cultural product congruent with the specific set of norms, rules, 

and values considered important in specific cultures of production.  As cultural intermediaries, international 

management scholars create a specific cultural product –research- according to specific traditions of discourse 

(positivist, naturalistic, etc.).  Thus,  if the rules and values of specific traditions of discourse have been followed and 

recognized as ―true‖  by the consumers of the cultural product, then, in the moment of ―discussion‖ or 

―implications;‖ what can kinds of meanings can be created and circulated into the cultural system?  What are the 

limits to the meanings that can be created?   

 

CONSUMPTION 

 

Consumption focuses on the users of the cultural product --- i.e. consumers --- and the actions they perform 

based on their decoding of the cultural product (Mackay, 1997). That is, users of discourse must extract meaning and 

acknowledge it as ―valid.‖ Specific actions are legitimated and enacted based on this consumption. For instance, 

before an international management researcher performs research, this person performs a literature review and 

consumes specific representations that inform her (him) about his subject of study and how to obtain knowledge 

about it.  These representations convey meaning and prescribe specific actions that must be followed if  ―true‖ 

knowledge is to be obtained within specific cultures of production. Consequently, the moment of consumption allows 

the researcher to recognize how she (he) is encountering her (his) object of study and how she (he) is making it 

knowable, through the gaze of the specific forms for ―doing‖ culture she (he) has been exposed to.  These forms of 

―doing‖ culture also influence the arguments and meanings about culture that can be made and circulated within the 

social system of the researcher. 

 

IDENTITY 

 

 The moment of identity analyzes how we develop a sense of self through consumption (e.g. Townley, 1993; 

Woodward, 1997).  In the moment of consumption, the researcher also becomes a subject of the text to which he is 

being exposed to (Martin, Gutman & Hutton, 1988).  In other words, the process of consumption speaks back to the 

researcher about some truth, which is an essential component of the sense-making process of the researcher.  This 

relationship means that the researcher is personally involved, that the process of consumption speaks back to her 

(him) about some truth and that maintaining that truth is an important part of the sense-making process for the 

researcher.   

 

 But researchers become subjects of the multiple representations they consume from within their social 

systems. Some of these representations researchers acknowledge but other representations and the meanings they 

convey are not acknowledged, even though they still form part of a researcher‘s sense of self.  This is the difference 

that Barthes (1972) identified as languages and metalanguages. Researchers must acknowledge how the multiple 

cultures of which they are part --- besides the academic---- inform who they are, and how such identity informs the 

―significance‖ of their research findings.   

 

REGULATION 

 

 The moment of regulation in the Circuit of Culture focuses on different aspects depending on the specific 

context (Thompson, 1997).  In general, regulation allows understanding different practices of control within the 

cultural system (e.g. Wong-MingJi & Mir, 1997). That is, the moment of regulation hones in on the issues of power 

that create limits for systems of meaning; it also investigates classificatory systems of culture that include and 

exclude certain practices of culture and, consequently, certain meanings about culture. This focus on power can take 

many forms; for instance, obedience of cultures of production or systems for knowledge creation can control what 

kind of meanings can be made or justify specific meanings advocated by specific groups. This is similar but not quite 

as the now famous power-knowledge argument in critical management studies (e.g. Townley, 1993). Another 
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example is the politics of research, including the personal elements of research that usually are not acknowledged but 

that nevertheless form part of the research process. For example, if I am one of the principal researchers engaging in 

a huge multinational project to compare hundreds of societies, how is my institutional and social location as ―main 

researcher‖ affecting the voices of the people under study as well as the kinds of arguments and meanings that can be 

forged? If, for instance, an associate researcher protests my research policies and protocols, is this protest based on 

the lack of scientific knowledge or is it aimed at wider processes of meaning creation about her (his) own culture? 

This is the kind of analysis that the moment of regulation requires: the recognition of power dynamics in the process 

of cross-cultural inquiry (Wolf, 1990).  

 

 In general, regardless of the methodological approach taken (qualitative or quantitative) the Circuit of 

Culture allows for spaces of arbitrary fixation in the process of research that allow the researcher to focus on her 

(his) own cultural location and how this location affects the research process. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

This interpretation of the literature describes ways in which international management scholars have dealt 

with the idea of culture for over four decades. I have organized this literature in terms of the decisions that scholars 

have implicitly made about the status of the idea of culture.  These decisions have moved scholars within the field to 

address the problem of culture mostly as an epistemological or a methodological issue while neglecting ontological 

concerns. What distinguishes the quest for methods from the attainment phase is a stand regarding a general theory 

that could provide a clear parameter of culture – scholars in the quest for methods phase did not have it and were 

actively searching for it —and scholars in the attainment phase, at least those positioned in the mainstream of the 

field, assume that they have it and therefore have focused their efforts on issues of methodology. As the international 

management field moved through the quest for methods and attainment phases, the emphasis on these issues 

fluctuated according to the degree to which scholars within the field have attempted to find out what is the field‘s 

raison d’être  (e.g., Toyne & Nigh, 1998).   During the quest for methods phase, scholars focused on developing a 

science of culture that could allow the comparison of managerial practices among different nations.  

 

On the other hand, during the attainment phase epistemological arguments have taken a secondary place. 

Informed by a functionalist epistemology there has been an explosion of research centered on certain constructs of 

culture. However, scholars are still voicing their discontent with the field‘s positioning into a premature normal 

science phase and are re-initiating a debate which may finally address the ontological status of the idea of culture in 

international management scholarship (e.g. Redding, 1994).  

 

In general, the lack of historical analysis about international management‘s origins along with the lack of 

ontological analysis of its own ideas about culture can be blamed for many of the field‘s problems and on going 

debates. For example, the field‘s essentialist assumptions about ―culture,‖ its adoption of structuralist functionalist 

approaches and, consistent with these approaches, the default adoption of the realist ontological stand of cultural 

anthropologists influenced by Talcott Parsons (e.g. Kluckhohn & Strodbeck, 1961; Kroeber & Kluckhohn, 1952).  In 

many ways, the field remains ontologically fixated on the idea of culture from the era of structural-functionalism in 

cultural anthropology (e.g. Hofstede, 1980; House et al., 2004; Schwartz, 1994).  In the meantime many cultural 

anthropologists like Clifford Geertz (1983) or Renato Rosaldo (1993) have offered multiple critiques of their own 

field‘s ideas of culture and presented alternatives for research. In fact, cultural anthropology abandoned structural 

functionalism a long time ago and, through a very strong reflective turn, has even problematized phenomenological 

approaches for the study of culture and its own ethnographic tradition (e.g. Adam & Allan, 1995; Clifford & Marcus, 

1986; Geertz, 1983; Harris, 1999; Marcus & Fisher. 1986; Rosaldo, 1993; Surber, 1998). 

 

International management scholarship, on the contrary, has avoided addressing issues of culture from an 

ontological standpoint despite the influx of ontological debates in organizational theory since the late 1970s (e.g. 

Burrell & Morgan, 1979), including more recent postmodernist and poststructuralist arguments (e.g., for a review, 

Calás & Smircich, 1999). The field has avoided reflecting on its assumptions about the existence of culture and how 

these ideas of culture are produced; it therefore has constantly returned to the same set of epistemological and 
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methodological problems without finding a way out.  However, as proposed in this paper, only by analyzing the idea 

of culture as always problematic can new forms of understanding culture in fact emerge.  

 

A post-attainment phase informed by Cultural Studies (along with postmodern and postcolonial 

organizational theory) can help in this ontological quest. Specifically, a post-attainment phase would focus on the 

particularities of cultural research that differentiate this form of inquiry from other forms of organizational and 

sociological research (Hall, 1997b; Williams, 1982). If we international management scholars are going to move 

away from the problem of culture as it has traditionally been conceptualized we must recognize the ever changing 

nature of our ideas about culture. Thus, we must face the impossibility of stabilizing the concept since it changes 

along with the reality it contends to describe. I am not suggesting, as some might think, that given these difficulties 

we should avoid using culture for research; if we attempt to do this, we will also try to ignore one of the most 

important systems of ideas developed by Western civilizations. Instead, we need to accept this ever changing 

characteristic as the only condition for research to continue.  

 

From a Cultural Studies perspective, only by engaging with the problematic origin of the idea of culture and 

the way it has been used and produced in international management scholarship may it be possible to develop a 

critical analysis of our practices of cultural inquiry. This kind of analysis would allow for new forms of cultural 

research to be found and for new notions of culture to emerge by developing a critical understanding of the 

epistemological traditions from which our own system of cultural knowledge have emerged (e.g. Wolf, 1990). Said 

differently, we must analyze the origins and uses of the international management discourses about culture within the 

societies that originated and continue to originate them.   

 

I also presented alternatives for cultural inquiry from the ―field‖ of Cultural Studies. This alternative draws 

attention to our shifting and often contradictory notions about culture, underscoring how they inform our research 

(Martin & Frost, 1996; Martin, 2002).  If, as Hall (1997b) points out, all social practices ―express or communicate 

meaning,‖ our cultural inquiry also constitutes a signifying practice that may reproduce or challenge the different 

senses of the notion of culture.   

 

Instead of just concluding that cultural inquiry is condemned to bias, the Circuit of Culture suggests that 

acknowledging the fact that cultural inquiry is a form of cultural production implies changes in our way of 

conducting cross-cultural research.  Such self-awareness goes one step further than the dominant forms of research in 

international management.  Traditionally, forms of self-criticism within international management aim to avoid 

charges of parochialism -the neglect of non-Western cultural contexts in the development of cross-cultural theory 

and method- by including different voices in the process of research and theorizing (e.g. Boyacigiller & Adler, 

1991).  While valuable, this position obscures the fact that the cultural biases are already embedded in the methods 

(regardless of whether they are quantitative or qualitative), in the cultures of production that rule the actions of the 

cultural intermediaries and that shape the process of cultural production.  On the other hand, the Circuit of Culture 

underscores how our traditions and systems of signification determine our scholarship and therefore the arguments 

and meanings that we international management scholars communicate to the multiple constituencies to which we 

belong. As Calás & Smircich (1999) explain, ―at the very moment the complicity of language in the constitution of 

knowledge becomes part of the ‗conversation,‘ the ‗‘tone‘‘ of the conversation has to change.‖ This is true, however, 

but only if we care to understand the consequences of our traditions and systems of signification in determining the 

meanings international management scholars can create and the practices that are informed by these meanings. 
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