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Abstract
The global business world has shed a bright light on cultural differences and generated
extensive examination of values and behaviors around the world. Yet despite obvious
differences in the design and utilization of office environments, little attention has been
given to the implications of culture on space design.
Multinational companies, unaware of the cultural ramifications of culture-specific design,
often transplant workplace layouts from their home locations to other countries around the
world, with little thought to local culture, climate and employees’ needs and expectations.
The results can be workplaces that are unappealing, dysfunctional and stressful.
What are the key trends in workplace behaviors and design in different countries and
cultures, and can companies leverage this knowledge to design effective work
environments? How can workplaces be glocal: reflecting the best of both the global
organization and local culture? Can space help reconcile cultural differences?
To address these issues, the Office Code project investigated the factors that influence the
design of workplaces in different countries and cultures. An international team of business
leaders, work process experts, and researchers in eleven countries in Asia, Europe, and
North America worked to understand typical workspaces and work cultures in those
countries, and the implications of culture for workspace design.
The goal of the study was not simply to establish an understanding of cultural similarities
and differences, but to provide actionable principles that help create culturally appropriate
workplaces. This paper describes how we translated cultural insights about work
behaviors, values and use of space into workplace design principles. The resulting
framework provides the basis for understanding and creating culturally attuned work
environments in a global business world.

Keywords: workplace, culture, values, innovation
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Of Context and Cultures
The global business world means more opportunity and competition, more uncertainty,
and the need for faster decision making and implementation. As a result, companies have
embraced best-shoring, seeking geographic locations that offer the greatest competitive
edge. Thus, understanding differences in cultural values and behaviors becomes a
strategic asset that can influence the success or failure of organizational initiatives. The
situation is not a new one, but little attention has been paid to cultural differences and
their implications for workplaces, despite visible differences in their design and utilization.
Defining the workplace, however, is a touchy endeavor, revealing complex attitudes
about sense of self and what work really is (Barros, Lathrop, and Simoneaux 2006). Such
attitudes are strongly influenced by cultural values and behaviors that make up the
corporate culture. Yet a clear understanding of the nuances of culture and the workplaces
is missing in business. “Culture is more often a source of conflict than of synergy. Cultural
differences are a nuisance at best and often a disaster." (Hofstede, 1980)

Beginning to stir the pot
Steelcase’s WorkSpace Futures research division set out to understand workplace
variations between countries and the influence of national culture on the design, use and
attribution of space. Our explorations employed both quantitative and qualitative sources,
including observations, workshops, interviews, articles, statistics and reports, between
2006 and 2011. We used this information to generate insights on the connections
between space and culture in eleven countries (China, France, Germany, India, Italy,
Morocco, the Netherlands, the United Kingdom, Spain, Russia, and the United States),
and to differentiate their typical workspaces and work cultures.
Cultural information for each country was structured according to five dimensions based
on the framework of national cultural differences developed by Dutch social scientist
Geert Hofstede (Hofstede, 1980 & 1997). Hofstede explained a wide range of social
phenomena with his framework, but the spatial dimension was notably absent. This led
the research team to tease out the relationships between culture and space. By
comparing country cultural profiles with typical office space trends, we created country
profiles of the work climate and work rituals, a spatial profile with the general traits of
office space in each country, a cultural profile that reveals the country’s rankings on the
five dimensions of Hofstede (regional differences are averaged out) and an analysis of
the relationship between space and culture (Steelcase WorkSpace Futures, 2008).
The cultural profiles of six European countries were published in Office Code (Steelcase
WorkSpace Futures, 2008) and generated predictable questions: How can this
knowledge be leveraged to design effective work environments that reflect both the global
organization and local characteristics (glocal)? How can we package this information to
enable designers and businesses to create better workplaces? Can space help reconcile
cultural differences?
Designing space for culture sometimes means that business issues are neglected.
Workplace design, however should never occur in a vacuum, since fundamentals such as
space allocation and aesthetics, must correlate with the strategic issues facing the
organization. These issues change over time, so the challenge is to develop a process for
designing workplaces that addresses ongoing and emerging business trends in culturally
appropriate ways.
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We have developed a pilot for our process, which will soon be tested on a cross-cultural
problem in a real organization. In this paper we expose this process and its rationale to
the larger design community and ask for input for further development.

Connecting the Dots to the Corporate World
No matter a company's industry, size or location, a variety of forces –economic,
environmental, demographic and technological– constantly challenge the organization to
adapt in order to survive and thrive. How the organization deals with these forces often
depends on where the company is located and its cultural preferences. Understanding
this cultural perspective, or filters, is key.
For example, in our original research (Steelcase WorkSpace Futures 2008), when looking
at the growing trend of distributed work, certain cultures were better able than others to
integrate this change in business practice. By acknowledging that cultural values, rituals
and behaviors influence people’s responses to a trend, we could explore the impact of
culture on business trends and study more adequate solutions – see Figure 1.
cultural
filter
solution
X

cultural
filter

global
trend

cultural
filter

solution
Y

cultural
filter

solution
Z

cultural
filter

Figure 1
Thinking Rationale 1 - Connecting Trends to Culture

Of global trends and central issues
The global economy is more integrated than ever before. Goods, services and labor
move across borders easily. Every company is to some degree connected to another
country: through suppliers, clients, office locations, and of course, competitors. The global
marketplace offers lower cost options and puts pressure on cost structures, challenges
product development to adapt to new markets, and insists that employees work across
time zones, with and for people from other cultures with different behaviors and
expectations.
To define the relevant trends impacting organizations, we relied on specialists using the
expert opinion technique (Rauterberg 2012). First, a list of trends was compiled from a
variety of secondary sources (McKinsey 2007, 2008, 2009, 2011; ARUP 2009; Innovaro
2010 & 2011; trendwatching.com 2010 & 2011); we then clustered similar items together,
generating a shorter list of distinct, though overlapping trends. This new list was
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1

submitted to a group of experts to select the trends ranked by business leaders as their
most pressing concerns. Nine trends emerged: innovation, speed, technology evolution,
mobility and connectedness, well-being, diverse demographics, experience economy,
2
lean, and sustainability (Table 1) . This is not all-encompassing or finite; as noted earlier,
trends are always changing.
Table 1
Top Trends

Trend

Description

Innovation

Innovation is essential for an organization to grow. In a complex
world, innovation is not the job of a lone creative mind, but of a
team of people dispersed across geographies and time zones.

Speed

As the pace of change increases, it drives companies to become
faster, more flexible and responsive. But agility isn’t simply turning
corners faster, it’s about having a better view of what's ahead in
order to anticipate and prepare for change.

Technology
Evolution

The digital revolution has raised expectations. Workers want all
technology, personal and professional, to be intuitive, interactive,
and immediate, even to operate within the same system or device.

Mobility &
Connectedness

People increasingly operate whenever and wherever work can be
accomplished. Trends driving this change include wireless
technology, the shift to a service-based economy, the recent
economic downturn, and evolving family roles.

Well-being

Beyond ergonomics, this is a holistic approach to mental, physical,
and emotional well-being, and employees’ desire for work
experiences and environments that support it.

Diverse
Demographics

In a globalized world, companies are engaging an increasingly
diverse workforce and working to integrate generations, cultures,
and geographies while accommodating diverse values.

Experience
Economy

Material objects are increasingly viewed as commodities and
people are seeking more personalized experiences. Similarly,
workers expect more from their workplace. This in turn affects how
companies attract, retain, and engage the best talent.

Lean

Companies are increasingly using systems thinking to identify and
eliminate waste across the organization, including applying
process design principles to creative work.

Sustainability

Environmental issues are now mainstream, and for some
consumers a key purchasing factor. Companies are responding by
becoming “greener” in actual practice, or at least in image.

1

A group of sixteen consultants, who collectively have been exposed to hundreds of organizations in various
geographical locations, studied and refined the initially defined list of trends that serves as the base for this
study.
2
It is important to stress that “globalization” or “global economy” is not considered a trend for this work for it is
one of the essential pillars that gives meaning to this research.
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Though other trends could arguably be considered, these nine trends distill the top
concerns in the corporate world. Before we explain how they connect business, culture
and design, we need to explain how we defined culture.

Of cultural frameworks
Differing well-respected cultural frameworks exist. Choosing one was important for this
research as it would shape our perspective on the data. After studying several wellknown frameworks (Triandis, 1994; Hall, 1997; Inglehart, 2000; Schwartz, 1999, 2008;
Trompenaars 1998), we chose Hofstede (1997), whose model integrates elements of the
others in five dimensions (power distance, individualism versus collectivism, masculinity
versus femininity, uncertainty avoidance, and long-term versus short-term orientation).
We recognized that Hofstede has detractors, for example Dorfman and Howell (1988),
Lindell and Arvonen (1996), Redpath (1997) and Smith (1998), who do not agree that
culture can be treated as an homogeneous whole. Søndergaard (1994) questions the
outcomes of his research being based on one company as well as the lack of a political
filter when considering the timing of data collection, while DiMaggio (1997) and
McSweeney (2002) think the concept of a national culture is a flaw in itself. Finally, Fang
(2003) doesn’t agree with the Confucian dynamism of the 5th dimension, and Jacob
(2005) claims that Hofstede’s contributions are outdated.
Despite these arguments, we believe Hofstede is the most complete and thorough
research-based cultural framework extant. It has been widely applied and studied in
business contexts and has the added advantage of placing numerous countries on
specific cultural dimensions. As Jones (2007) concludes, although not all of Hofstede's
model stands up to public inquiry, the majority of his work has stood the test of time.
Understanding how each of Hofstede’s dimensions (1980) plays in select countries
provided a solid foundation on which to organize our data and to make comparisons.
We did not view the Hofstede framework as the incontestable truth about a country’s
culture. Rather, it served as a guideline to examine societal and workplace topics in a
coherent and organized fashion, and allowed us to examine geographically diverse
workplaces in comparable ways. We embraced the contradictions inherent in the model,
believing they add richness to the process by highlighting some of the biases contained in
the original framework.
During the second part of the Office Code research, we revisited alternative cultural
frameworks, and choose the work of Edward T. Hall (1959, 1966, 1975, and 1976) to
enrich the process. His investigations on culture brought to us proxemics, the study of the
use of space, and other cultural insights, such as nonverbal communication and
approaches to time. Hall’s notion of high versus low context cultures (see Table 2)
describes distinct approaches to communication and elucidates the powerful effect that
cultural conventions have on communication, including its unstated rules and styles.
These conventions show that speaking the same language is never enough: in order to
communicate, people need to share the same implicit rules of interaction.
With that addition, the six cultural dimensions from Hofstede (1980) and Hall (1975) that
form the fabric of the Office Code research are Power Distance (PDI), Individualism &
Collectivism (IDV), Masculinity & Femininity (MAS), Uncertainty Avoidance (UAI), Longterm & Short-term Orientation (LTO), and High Context & Low Context (HCC); as
summarized in Table 2.
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Table 2
The six cultural dimensions of Office Code

Dimension

Meaning

Power Distance
(PDI)

The amount of social inequality in the form of hierarchical distance
and the distribution of power (authority to make decisions, allocate
resources), from high to low. A measure of how much employees
participate in decision-making and take initiative.

Individualism &
Collectivism
(IDV)

The relationship between the individual and the group, ranging from
independent (individual) to interdependent (collectivist). Differences
are manifested by employee tendencies to either engage in
activities together or independently, and to structure the work day to
respect social and time engagements.

Masculinity &
Femininity
(MAS)

Roles of men and women in society, with an emphasis on
achievement & competition (masculine values) or cooperation &
harmony (feminine values). Feminine work practices tend to function
by involving others and making sure others' views and needs are
respected. Masculine environments favor men's careers as stronger
arguments and harder work wins.

Uncertainty
Avoidance
(UAI)

Tolerance for uncertainty and ambiguity, and procedures for dealing
with the unknown. Also related to the control of aggression and the
expression of emotions. Higher levels of uncertainty avoidance
translate into more detailed processes and micromanagement of
operations. Uncertainty-tolerant workplaces put more emphasis on
the bigger picture and handle challenges as they come.

Long-term &
Short-term
Orientation
(LTO)

Grounded in Confucian values, an orientation to either the present
and enjoyment (short-term), or the future and perseverance (longterm). Short-term orientation may lead to a focus on fast returns
and avoiding heavy investments; long-term orientation puts more
emphasis on investments, future revenues and company longevity.

High Context &
Low Context
(HCC)

How much explanation is expected in order to communicate, based
on assumptions of familiarity and shared culture. High context
requires understanding unspoken rules of engagement; indirect,
implicit communication is essential. In low context cultures, a direct
and explicit approach is key to cooperation between independent
individuals. High context workplaces depend on preserving
relationships, and thus more subtle messages. Low context
workplaces put a premium on truth and honesty, and expect
employees to be straightforward and to accept criticism.

These six dimensions cover a wide range of individual emotional triggers, value
motivators and interaction styles, and are mapped by country culture in Figure 2.
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Figure 2
The 6 Office Code Dimensions – measuring Hofstede & Hall cultural dimensions in different countries

Next, we examined how business, culture and workspace are interrelated, and crack the
code for creating appropriate design solutions.

Using Design Thinking to Think about Design
Whenever a complex problem arises, the process of design thinking –a method of
thinking creatively and intuitively, though systemically and rationally– has proven to be a
great tool that can be applied to any field (Martin 2010, Brown 2009). From the first
3
thinkers of design theory and methods to the complex problem thinkers and innovation
4
5
gurus , to the most current design thinkers , design thinking is held to be valuable guide
for prototyping activities which could help us better understand the context of culture in
people’s lives, and generate new insights and solutions.
One powerful tool of design thinking is deconstructing a problem to better understand its
parts, and then reconstructing those parts in different ways. With this is mind, we looked
for ways to reduce the complexity of detailed country information into common
characteristics and structures. Our goal was to examine the various challenges
organizations face and define culturally appropriate ways to respond to them.
Prior research showed clear and proven links between global trends and organizational
issues on one hand, and behavior and spatial solutions on the other (Schumpeter 1939
and 1942; Abernathy 1985; Hall 1975 and 1990; Bijker 1997; Redpath, 1997; Bartlett. and
Goshal 1999; Knight and Cavusgil, 2004; Drori, Meyer and Hwang 2006; Barros, 2003
and 2006; Steelcase, 2008). However, the six cultural dimensions created so much
complexity and did not allow for establishing the necessary links to behavioral patterns,
let alone space principles, as figure 3 illustrates.
3

Precursors of design thinking and methods that drove the thinking behind this research are Asimow (1962),
Alexander (1964), Archer (1965), Jones (1970, 1977), Schön (1983, 1987), Cross (1984, 2006, 2007).
Designers who looked into complexity and the process of sustainable innovation that influenced our thinking
are Simon (1969), Webber (1969), Rittel (1973, 1984), Abernathy & Clark (1985), Nonaka & Takeuchi (1995).
5
Thinkers that defined boundaries for “design thinking” as applied to this paper are Rowe (1987), Leonard &
Straus (1997), Florida (2002), Pink (2006), Martin (2007, 2008), Gladwell (2008), Brown (2009), Patnaik (2009),
Lockwood (2009), Ambrose & Harris (2010).
4
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Figure 3
Thinking Rationale 2 – From Global Trends to Local Solutions

We believed design thinking methodologies –here we used the three stages of
6
knowledge funnel described by Martin (2007, 2008) –to design a cultural algorithm that
allows for designing for different cultures. To identify potential problems with our thinking
framework, we used a combination of heuristic evaluation (Nielsen & Molich 1990,
Nielsen 1994) and expert opinion (Rauterberg 2012). To organize the research, we used
7
the proof model for innovation through design as suggested by Barros (2003) (Figure 4).

Figure 4
The proof model by Barros (2003)

6

The three stages of knowledge funnel are mystery, heuristic and algorithm. Mystery refers to the uncertainty of
the unknown, the stage of exploration. Heuristic implies knowing enough about a subject to infer initial
conclusions, provide intuitive judgment, or apply common sense to narrow the area of inquiry so it can be
managed and meaning attributed. Algorithm, the closest equivalent to a formula, that enables easier application
and replication. It is important to note that as one moves down the funnel, efficiencies are created at the cost of
necessarily leaving things out (Martin 2009, 2010).
7
The innovation through design roadmap involves, firstly, being able to document, analyze, codify, systematize
and report from both inside and outside the experience; and secondly, to extrapolate from a generalization that
has validity and significance for design. It includes four interconnected phases: “1) proof of concept to
understand whether the overall ideas and propositions are valid and if the emergent innovation will hold true
when put into practice; 2) proof of content is accomplished through practicing the use of tools and methods,
while iterative learning allows for enhancements, detection of gaps in the innovation and uncovers the need for
development of new supportive tools; 3) proof of process to establish if the innovation is stable enough to be
practiced repeatedly - a last step before moving the innovation to market; and 4) proof of product is about
prototyping the innovation as close to reality as possible to collect data to support decision making on the
business viability of the innovation and its potential applicability in the context of use. (Barros, 2003)
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Simplicity at the far end of complexity
Besides comparing cultures with his five dimensions, Hofstede (1997) studied the
interrelationships between the dimensions. He established that out of the six possible
combinations of the four original dimensions (long- versus short-term orientation was not
considered), three cases of binary relationships were particularly relevant in explaining
cultural patterns (Figure 5):
•
•
•

uncertainty avoidance (UAI) and power distance (PDI)
uncertainty avoidance (UAI) and masculinity & femininity (MAS)
power distance (PDI) and individualism & collectivism (IDV)

He created three matrices by opposing two dimensions and plotted the countries in each
quadrant. These matrices brought additional perspective to the analysis by suggesting 12
different scenarios of intercultural relationships. Each matrix also displayed specific
geographical clusters (called “maps of the world” by Hofstede, 1997) and gave us the
opportunity to observe larger patterns, which in turn informed the design of space
solutions.
For example, the UAI-MAS matrix provides a deeper understanding of motivation
patterns in a given culture (Hofstede, 1980). The UAI axis opposes motivation by success
to motivation by security, while the MAS axis opposes ego needs to affiliation needs
(Hofstede, 1980). Several clusters are readily identified, such as an Anglo cluster with
the UK, Ireland, US, Canada, Australia and former colonies (India, Philippines, Hong
Kong) plotted in the weak UAI-high MAS quadrant. This is indicative of a natural
orientation to masculine risk-taking. Another cluster including France, Spain, Portugal,
Brazil and other Latin and Asian cultures is plotted in the strong UAI-low MAS quadrant.
These countries share a common preference for motivation through security and
belonging.
The matrix approach inspired our thinking on how to develop design principles to direct
culturally-appropriate workplaces and to guide an organization’s ability to address
underlying business trends. Combining pairs of dimensions created larger patterns and
became a fundamental part of our process of designing for cultures. For each trend or its
related issues, we can see how the intersection of two cultural dimensions will impact the
response to a given business issue in a specific cultural context.
The matrices also helped uncover patterns in cultures applicable to multiple countries
sharing the same location in the quadrants. Testing this hypothesis, we could confirm the
link between trends and organizational issues. We then began to look for different ways
to solve these issues in different cultures. For example, “speed” translated into the
organizational issue of “being fast and flexible.” What that means depends upon the
nature of each quadrant. In the Anglo cluster in the UAI-MAS matrix, the solution for
being fast and flexible could involve promoting higher competition as a motivator, while
cultures in the strong UAI-low MAS quadrant might consider longer-terms benefits as
rewards for implementing lean principles.
For each trend or its related issues, we’ll demonstrate how the intersection of two cultural
dimensions will translate into principles and spatial applications that connect to broader
business issues. There are exceptions, but the graphs help establish a pattern in cultures
that drive the definition of principles and attributes of culturally appropriate space design.
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Figure 5
Examples of Hofstede’s "maps of the world" (Hofstede, 1997)
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Borrowing from Hofstede and bringing Hall to the mix
We used two of Hofstede’s matrices and another matrix combining Hofstede (1997) and
Hall (1975) to define three major characteristics of intercultural relationships relevant to
space design: how organizations function (PDI and IDV), which emotions and motivations
are expressed (UAI and MAS), and how people and teams interact (LTO and HCC) – see
Figure 6.

Figure 6
The 3 Matrices for Sense Making

Matrix 1: PDI versus IDV. Hofstede found that most countries that are high power
distance also tend to be collectivist: people who are dependent on in-groups are also
usually dependent on power figures. Most extended families have patriarchal structures
with the head of the family exercising strong moral authority. In cultures in which people
are relatively independent from in-groups, they are usually also less dependent on
powerful others and require a more egalitarian work process.
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Matrix 2: UAI versus MAS. For Hofstede, each of the four combinations along these two
dimensions revealed cultural motivators. Safety or security is likely to prevail over other
needs where the UAI is strong. Where UAI is weak, achievement prevails as a motivator.
In a feminine culture, sense of belonging prevails over esteem, but in a masculine culture,
esteem prevails over belonging. All are values present in Maslow’s hierarchy of needs,
but cultures prioritize the needs differently. When crossed, these two dimensions also
reveal differences in ways of expressing emotion and releasing tension.
Matrix 3: LTO versus HCC. We found that each of the four combinations along these
two dimensions revealed what defines interactions between cultures and how much effort
people are willing to spend on them. Long-term or short-term orientation dictates the time
frame for expected results. Hall’s (1976) concept of high and low context communication
defines how explicitly and directly people are expected to share information and relate to
each other. When combined, different patterns emerge for transmitting and sustaining
organizational culture, information sharing, and learning styles.

The Office Code Unveiled
Throughout the project, we used the mental map in Figure 7 as a way to conceptualize
the journey from global trends that generate organizational issues, which to be resolved
would depend upon cultural dimensions that would help define general solution tenets,
and lead to design principles and spatial attributes to drive space design.

Figure 7
Thinking Rationale 3 – From Global Trends to Glocal Space Attributes

This larger perspective was important. Having produced the three matrices, it's easy to
dive down to look at individual dimensions, but that invariably leads to comparisons
between nations and highly specific issues for each country, rather than more universal
issues that would be applicable to many countries following a similar pattern.
It is also unwieldy to keep in mind all the traits associated with two dimensions
simultaneously. To simplify, we defined recognizable metaphors that embody the most
important traits of the two dimensions and provide a mental shorthand for each quadrant.
Once metaphors were defined, we selected key questions that address the main
challenges in the business landscape. Since we wanted to design workplaces that would
support organizations facing specific business trends, each trend was broken down into
several questions, as in the example given earlier of the speed trend: how can an
organization become fast and flexible? The same question was asked for each metaphor,
which forced us to take differences in values into consideration. Increasing the speed of
decision-making would contribute to becoming faster and more flexible, but it requires
different strategies in a top-down or egalitarian culture. Answering the questions for each
metaphor provided a structure to think through differences in cultural dynamics.
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Of Matrices and Metaphors
To answer each question, we formulated universal tenets that apply to any organization
trying to solve for each given problem. For example, to increase speed, organizations
need employees to constantly communicate information to each other. The type of
communication required depends on the cultural context, as illustrated in Figure 8.

Power Distance
High PDI cultures tend to put emphasis on top-down decision-making, through a strong
vertical hierarchy. Low PDI cultures tend to rely more on group decision-making, allowing
everyone a voice in the process. Vertical communication (command) flows through hierarchy
to align the organization. Whereas low PDI cultures tend to rely more on horizontal
communication flow (interaction).
Individualism

collectivist

IDV

individualist

Individualistic cultures generally value task over relationships. To secure the bonding within
the team and the organization, developing relationships and social interaction would need to
be encouraged. Collectivist cultures, on the other hand, value relationships over tasks.
Striving for speed and flexibility in these cultures would require making the processes very
explicit.
QUAD 4: Low PDI vs. High IDV I The Orchestra

QUAD 1: High PDI vs. High IDV I The Ship Crew

This culture values group input in decisionmaking, but not necessarily unanimity. Social
interactions are informal; the emphasis is on
completing the task. Communication focused on
coaching and tailored to different learning styles
provides for speed and flexibility.

This culture favor processes over relationships,
within a strong organizational hierarchy. Speed
and flexibility is achieved through clear rules and
communication set by leadership, with high
participation of individual expertise.

QUAD 3: Low PDI vs. Low IDV I The Commune

QUAD 2: High PDI vs. Low IDV I The Clan

This culture expects decisions to be made by
group consensus. A flat hierarchy means people
learn to work cooperatively to accomplish shared
goals. Letting people take on different roles and
enabling horizontal communication is critical to
achieving speed and flexibility.

This culture would call for explicit work
processes within a strong unspoken
organizational hierarchy. Working towards a
collective goal explicitly established by leadership
at all levels, with clear vertical communication
would foster speed and flexibility.

consultative

PDI

autocratic

Figure 8
Matrix 1: Power Distance (PDI) vs. Individualism (IDV)
Question: How can an organization become fast and flexible?

To continue the example, constant communication has to be implemented in a culturallyrelevant way. In high power distance cultures, communication must occur between senior
managers in order to be efficient, as information and decision-making power are
concentrated in their hands. Meanwhile, in low power distance cultures, fast
communication must be ensured at all levels, as everyone holds important information as
well as a piece of the decision-making in such companies. The same question is then
applied to the other matrices, since other dimensions also influence the communication
strategies to become fast and flexible. For each quadrant, a metaphor represents the
attributes of the culture, e.g. orchestra, ship crew, etc.
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Next, each of the universal tenets was translated as culturally appropriate design
principles, which can be applied to processes, practices or workspaces, as shown in
Figure 9. Finally, a translation of those design principles as space attributes was
established, building identified effective practices into guidelines which could be used to
drive culturally appropriate workspace design.

Uncertainty Avoidance
Cultures with low UAI tend to work in non-linear processes that value risk-taking, intuition and
constant feedback. Cultures with high UAI prefer more security, working with established
linear processes and known results.
Masculinity

security-oriented

UAI

uncertainty tolerant

In masculine cultures, disagreements or problems tend to be solved best through competitive
dynamics (conflict, debate, tough discussions). Emotions are expressed through anger or
conflict. Deadlines are often met by working long days. In feminine cultures, disagreements or
issues are generally solved through cooperative dynamics. Emotions can be expressed
without losing face. Deadlines are either negotiated or secured through teaming.
QUAD 4: High UAI vs. Low MAS I The Caregivers

QUAD 1: High UAI vs. High MAS I The Lawyers

This culture achieves speed and flexibility by
providing a framework of clearly defined rules
and processes. Work related stress and emotions
are recognized and dealt with. A linear and
structured process will provide the basis for speed
and flexibility. In the workplace this would
require a clear structure with an emphasis on
the wellbeing of employees through ergonomics,
home-like look and feel and company-sponsored
work-life balance programs.

Cultures in this quadrant value accountability
and due process. Speed and flexibility are met
through long work hours, additional resources
and concise debate. In the workspace this would
be visualized by a workspace that would reflect
some status of personal achievement and by
providing spaces where debating issues and
test ideas is welcome and supported.

QUAD 3: Low UAI vs. Low MAS I The
Commercial Artists

QUAD 2: High MAS vs. Low UAI I The
Stockbrokers

Cultures here value being able to fail early and
often in order to be successful. Processes need to
allow for intuition and emotion. Speed and
flexibility is achieved through few and clear rules,
strong social networks, and transparency. In the
workspace this would be supported by making
ongoing work visible for colleagues to invite
feedback. The workspace is to be designed for
the work process, not for the hierarchy.

In this quadrant, cultures encourage quick
decision-making based on informed choices
rather than intuition. People are competitive and
winning is very important. Flexible schedules,
long work days and on-the-fly decision making
support speed and flexibility. The workplace
here calls for high performance spaces, easy
access to people and information, and getaway spaces for letting off steam.

feminine

MAS

masculine

Figure 9
Matrix 2: Uncertainty Avoidance (UAI) vs. Masculinity (MAS)
Question: How can an organization become fast and flexible?
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Designing for Cultures
8

To test the viability of our model , we conducted a one-day work session with a multicultural group of 30 people. Interdisciplinary teams from this group were asked to codevelop tenets, design principles and space attributes, and to test the framework logic
9
and its validity to guide culturally-driven space ideation . In our test, the teams were able
to use the proposed thinking framework to evaluate different traits associated with two
dimensions simultaneously, as well as to develop tenets, design principles and space
10
attributes to solve for the proposed questions.
To understand the importance of the results obtained by using the new process, consider
the “how to be fast and flexible” example. Suppose a US-based organization proposes to
set up offices in the Netherlands, India and Brazil with these objectives:
•

operate as a fast and flexible organization

•

help build the company’s brand

•

nurture a positive corporate culture

•

leverage cultural knowledge of local values and behaviors to design effective
work environments

The first step is to plot the countries in the Office Code matrices to create a quick view of
cultural differences and similarities (Figure 10). At first, the move to the Netherlands
appears easy as both the home and new locations are in the so-called developed world;
however, a closer look shows that all three situations require attention.
In the case of the Netherlands, the culture values a more individualistic society with flat
hierarchies, as in the US. But it also puts higher importance on socialization and a
respect for time and hard work, as well as loose, wide networks, and a leadership focus
on setting direction and providing support for individuals to accomplish their tasks.
To design a workplace here to support a fast and flexible or organization, we could use
the specific placement of the Netherlands in the maps and dive three levels to understand
the tenets, choose design principles appropriate to the issues, and define the attributes of
the space that should drive the solution (Figure 11). We would see that the issues that
require special attention relate to fostering social connectivity and network building,
providing clear boundaries and leadership visibility, and accommodating intuitively the
quick-switch from individual to collaborative work. These are issues that in the US would
not be as important. Space attributes would create opportunities for teams to form and
disband as needed but with an emphasis on social spaces around common interests and
with a “home-like” atmosphere.
On the other hand, if the same office were to be designed for India, where leadership sets
the rules, organizational structures are clear and competition is fierce (as in the US), yet
society is more collectivist, and success requires mutual understanding and long-term
8

The model depicted in the beginning of this chapter was developed within the constraints of the research team
composed of six individuals from different nationalities and across a period of two months; therefore it needed to
be tested and challenged in a larger environment of diverse cultures and backgrounds to provide the necessary
creative abrasion inherent to the design thinking process described by Leonard & Straus (1997) and referenced
by Martin (2010).
9
Using Martin’s (2005) approach that designers work with other people on two levels, by understanding users’
perspectives and their needs, and by collaborating with peers, we were able to design and conduct the sessions
to validate the model previously tested in the constraints of the research team.
10
Different teams reached different levels of detail in completing the matrices for the different questions.
However, the results obtained proved that the proposed framework and process were valid for achieving the
desired goals. Further work is necessary to complete the construction of a robust database before it is shared
with a larger audience.
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commitments within closer-knit groups. We would need to provide for the blending of
social and work life, develop ways to display short-term achievements along with longterm processes, and support vertical two-way communications. In the US, these issues
would be addressed in almost an entirely different fashion. Space attributes in the India
office could be to reduce physical boundaries across groups, co-locate leaders with their
teams, allow for local culture manifestation in the space, and, as in the US, make work
processes visible.

Figure 10
Countries mapped against each other in the 3 Office Code matrices 11

In contrast, consider Brazil. Socialization is critical, as in the Netherlands, but there is a
clear sense of authority, as in India. Work relations are consultative, the organization is a
personal place, abstract thinking is valued, and knowledge is implicit. Here workplace
design should be driven to foster social connectivity and network building, to reduce
physical boundaries across groups, to enhance people’s awareness of team members’
location, and to design for the work process, not for hierarchy.

11

Illustrative placement based on Hofstede’s (1980) cultural dimensions by countries combined with Hall’s
continuum.
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Figure 11
The logic of the Matrices

The example is over simplified, and in a real world scenario other issues would need to
be considered. However, the example shows that it is possible to reconcile cultural
differences and create a mutually satisfying space that supports both the global
organization and the local culture.

The Office Code
The world order is not what it used to be. Disruptive technologies have democratized
access to information and computing power. The global economic playing field is leveling,
12
and developing nations are growing faster than the developed world (McKinsey, 2007 &
2011; PWC, 2010). In the next decade, for the first time in 200 years, more growth is
expected to come from emerging markets such as Brazil, Russia, India and China, than
developed markets such as Western Europe, US and Japan (Steelcase, 2011).
In this new global marketplace, work and workers are shifting locations constantly and as
a result, cultures are colliding. Business leaders, real estate professionals, architects and
designers need new ways to think about how to design culturally-fit work environments.
This project shows that the proposed framework is an innovative approach to the problem
and a viable process for designing workplaces that accounts for business trends in
culturally appropriate ways. Our system provides the necessary framework to address
cultural issues with two new elements:
•

an innovative system of cultural maps which combines Hofstede’s (1980) and
Hall’s (1976) dimensions to better compare cultures and understand possible
13
tension points before they become problems

12

Although there is no formal definition for “Developed” or “Developing” nations, the United Nations notes that
“In common practice, Japan in Asia, Canada and the United States in North America, Australia and New
Zealand in Oceania, and most European countries are considered "developed" regions or areas.”
13
This system provides flexibility, understanding that Hofstede’s scores for Russia, India or China for example
were established long before the massive societal, political, or economical wave of changes and need to be
further analyzed in light of other models such as Hall’s.
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•

a database of matrices, space attributes and design principles structured around
key trends and organizational goals to drive the design of culturally-sensitive
14
workspaces

A proof-of-concept pilot for this process has demonstrated the Office Code's validity. A
proof-of-content phase is underway. Next steps include executing a proof-of-process pilot
to test the stability of supportive methods and to move to the next level of development.
As this research effort continues, the tenets, design principles and attributes we develop
will help designers and organizations respond to ongoing trends in culturally harmonious
ways. As we continue to populate the Office Code with current and future trends and
themes, this body of knowledge will be enriched further to help business leaders better
leverage emerging global trends, and help designers better understand those issues as
applied to place-making. It is our job to make the connections between trends and
culturally appropriate design. It is our hope that our current knowledge base will continue
to expand, through contributions from ourselves and others.

14

At this time, this database is proprietary to Steelcase Inc. It will be tested over time on selected projects to
validate its logic and content, and will be made available upon request on a case-by-case basis.
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