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Cross-cultural interactions and efficiency: sense making processes as key factors. 

Abstract: 

European environments provide great exposure to cross-cultural situations, and the influence 

of culture on the way we interact with others is widely admitted. Still, some invisible 

evidences seem to rule over the way people act & react. This paper aims at focusing on how 

culture interferes in the individual’s analyzing and understanding processes, thus impacting 

on understanding efficiency, work performance and eventually conflict resolution. The 

meaningfulness of situations seems at the heart of people’s ability to develop an acceptable 

way of living together and expose themselves to others.  

 



2 
 

Key Words:  European projects, cross-cultural environments, interpretative approach, 

sense making, social interaction 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

The increasing demand for shared experience among universities & practitioners from 

diverse national backgrounds urges us to take the cultural factor into consideration. Whether 

we are dealing with multi-national projects between a specific community and a university or 

multi-university co-workers relationships, as in the case of the VAB project1, the exposure to 

multi cultural situations is due to increase significantly in the coming years. While making the 

potential for successful common awareness and problem solving schemes greater, they 

simultaneously provoke some potential conflicts or at least non-satisfying situations. Diverse 

cultural backgrounds may add complexity to management processes as well as to efficiency 

of the final objectives, mainly because some misunderstandings are generated without being 

specifically attributed to a given obvious reason. Of course, there may be an identified 

reason, but its obviousness is sometimes questioned by at least one of the partners implied. 

In fact, “non obvious” reasons of failures generate more than just a feeling of dissatisfaction 

from the partners involved. They also may result in more complicated issues, in project 

management and in final user’s mind, especially in the social interaction field, where 

emotions and affects are greatly solicited.  

When the reasons of a non satisfying relationship are not obvious, we are invited to try to 

identify the underlying patterns that had provoked this unsatisfactory feeling. In spite of the 

real need and importance to improve the understanding of cross cultural situations, little 

concern has been given so far by practitioners to the study of perceptions and meanings that 

                                                           
1
 Leonardo VAB project, Valuing Beyond University. European consortium made of five European partners, Austria, France, 

Greece, Ireland & Slovenia. www://vab-univ.eu 
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may vary according to the cultural background of the protagonists. In fact, this paper aims to 

shed some light on the way culture interferes in the way people give a specific interpretation 

to a situation, and thus develop a personal adapted response to it. This will be valid not only 

from the user’s perspective, but also from the exchange of good practice perspective, and 

eventually from any cross cultural inter-relation situation perspective. 

 

First, focusing on culture raises the question of the definition of culture,  

 

THEORY GROUND 

The general definition of culture refers to beliefs, behaviours, and customs. But it is more the 

anthropological approach that enables the simultaneous acceptance of changes that can be 

done while the same bases remain unchanged. From an anthropological perspective, Culture 

is considered as “Symbol systems […] provide human beings with a meaningful framework 

for orienting themselves to one another, to the world around them, and to themselves.”2 

These systems work as frames of references, which guide & influence human behaviour. 

They provide references that enable people to make sense of their own actions and of the 

world they live in. 

It is the both the awareness and the understanding of theses frames of references that 

ensure mutual respect and efficiency. Consequently, in order to ensure the data relevance, 

we need to use an interpretative method to identify the manifestation of culture.  

 

 

                                                           
2Geertz, C. (1973) The Interpretation of Culture, New York, NY: Basic Books. 
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The paper highlights the need to identify the structural patterns that govern one’s sense 

making processes, thanks to an interpretative approach. In the case of a multi-national 

outcome expected (in the case of the VAB project, the e-portfolio & the e-training), it is 

necessary to include a careful eye to the use of words and phrasing, since they both are 

relevant of some cultural patterns, and therefore will influence in a way or another the 

interpretation made. The problem raised by translation is thus fully highlighted. 

One single tool, several meanings?  

The VAB project, from the managerial and the operational points of view, illustrates the 

necessary need to take the cross-cultural perspective into consideration, for the final users 

may reject the use of a tool they do not understand or that does not fit into their mental 

acceptance and relevance. 

What has been highlighted is a true difficulty to identify the underlying messages, beyond the 

behaviours and pre-conceived ideas. 

When dealing with international environments, it is essential that most actors should become 

aware of these differences. 

Though practices can be changed, some things do not change.  
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CONCLUSION 

Consequently, we face an obligation to provide guidance on how to leverage cultural 

differences and maximize the potential of multicultural encounters, whether they are 

customers or co-workers. The effectiveness of any multi cultural gatherings lies on the deep 

understanding of the context of meaning of their members3. We should therefore watch out 

for taken-for-granted assumptions, and develop an ad hoc cross cultural analysis. 

Appropriate patterns of collective action can only be identified through interactions and 

depend on the context4 it is thanks to individual commitment that progressively a better 

concern to singular situations will be given.  

This paper contributes to enhance the European project partners’ awareness of cultural 

influence on the relationship. It shows that referring to the frame of meaning generated by 

each culture enables to provide a key, a sense maker tool, rather than giving strict guidelines 

for management. Beyond the obviousness of actions and reactions, the invisible evidences 

that regulates people’s acceptance of a given situation lay under. Coping with international 

and cross cultural situations may signify finding a shared meaning of what is an acceptable 

“living together”. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
3 d’Iribarne, Ph. (1996). The usefulness of an ethnographic approach to the international comparison of 

organizations. International Studies of Management and Organization, 26(4): 30–47. 

4
 Chevrier, S, The cross-cultural management in multinational project groups. Journal of World Business 

38(2003) 141-149 


