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PART 1: WHAT IS CULTURE?
“Strength lies in differences, not in similarities.” 

– Stephen R. Covey
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When I was a child, culture seemed like an abstract idea. It was a

buzzword that no one could describe well to me. Other than pointing out the festivities

that happened at specific times of the year, or traditions that I never really understood,

placing it all under the same umbrella term. Not that my younger self was particularly

interested in the sometimes noisy, claustrophobic practice of compulsory social

interaction. However, I did have a particular fondness for the tradition of receiving red

packets during the Chinese New Year.

As I grew, I also began to develop an appreciation for how our experiences shape us.

While the debate of nature versus nurture will rage on forever, it is undeniable that our

environment, people, and cultural norms help create the person we are to become. I

became fascinated by the notion that one's traits come from both one's personality and

their formative experiences and circumstances. Without knowing it, that was my first

foray into exploring the impact culture has on our lives.

Connecting with people in a manner they can

appreciate is not just the respectful thing to do; it

is also the smart thing to do. In recent times the

notion of Cultural Intelligence (CQ) has been

steadily gaining traction. As an essential subset of

Emotional Intelligence (EQ), it assists in learning

and cooperation for both school and the

workplace. Together we will explore the nature of

Cultural Intelligence, but to do so, we must first

understand culture itself.
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What is Culture?
If you have ever had the thought that someone acts the way they do because of the
environment they grew up in, that thought will help set the foundations of Cultural
Intelligence. However, thinking like this is a delicate act because the threads of thinking
that go into the understanding of culture are not so different from stereotyping, or
succumbing to unconscious bias. Therefore, my proposed framework to dap into the
subject comprises three steps: curiosity, learning, and application.

1. Curiosity
Wanting to know more is an excellent first step. By developing inherent interest in all
things we encounter, we will naturally become sharper and more observant. With
both curiosity and observation hand in hand, we can begin to pick out the differences
between people, including ourselves, in different situations. This process should put a
lot of 'why' questions in our heads, and those are helpful directions to discoveries.

2. Learning
Answers to the 'why' questions are what we need as the next step; seek it out, and ye
shall find. Thankfully, information is widely and easily accessible, so try to discover for
yourself why things are the way they are. Read broadly, especially if we can read in the
native languages, it will build up our cultural knowledge.

3. Application
Find ways to use the information we have acquired cautiously and with respect. It
might include asking friends of different cultures if our understanding is accurate or
being willing to be corrected by others who may know better. Be prepared to make
mistakes, but also be ready to learn from them. Mindfulness, as we apply our
knowledge, can help us achieve better outcomes.

Culture is not merely the buzzword that people associate it with being. While it does
encompass festivals, traditions, arts, and music that we try to embody, it is more than that.
Culture is a way of life: the norms in which are deemed acceptable by the people around
us. It is the attitudes and values we hold dear; it is the activities and festivities that we
enjoy. It goes beyond simple geographical clusters, as smaller entities such as families and
workplaces may have internal cultures of their own. Such phenomena are why you may
hear the term 'a culture of […]' thrown around to describe the working style of your place
of employment or schooling. You may even hear it when your friends characterize their
upbringing to you. Each culture has its unique nuances. Each person becomes even more
unique as they react to their environments differently. The culture you are surrounded by
will influence your beliefs and thinking, even if you are not aware of it. Your new
perspectives and thought process will become additional imprints of your Cultural DNA.

If that still seems rather abstract, it may be helpful to understand culture as a part of your
identity. Your identity can be the values you hold close to your heart, the actions you
undertake, and your participation in your community. Culture helps you define who you
are and who you chose to be. For example, I am ethnically Chinese, but I do not only
participate in traditional Chinese festivals such as the Lunar New Year and Mid-Autumn
Festival. Because Singapore has a focus on multi-culturalism, I can join my friends in
celebrating their ethnic festivals such as Hari Raya and Deepavali.
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My identity also comprises my family, where my status as the only-child prompted my

parents to emphasize a culture of practicality while growing up. As such, along with my

Anglo educational background, my values intertwine with what is practical. On a larger

scale, Singapore exists within the Confucian Asia cultural cluster, and its society

emphasizes the concept of filial piety. My generation still considers it their duty to care for

their parents when they are of age. This is despite the comparatively progressive values

that they wish to embody, such as freedom of expression and pursuing their dreams.

According to the Art of War, Sun Tze once said: "�
���������" which translates to ”if you

know yourself and know your enemies well, you

shall win in every battle.” Understanding that

people embody both their personality and their

culture will help you gain an insight into how to

interact with them. It may not be a fight on a

battlefield, but it may be a connection to be made

in an encounter that will bring many benefits in a

lifetime. Taking an interest in understanding others

and self, and a ”win-win” approach will establish a

strong foundation to develop a good Cultural
Intelligence (CQ).

Source: Beyond Culture (1976) by Edward T. Hall
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Yes, culture is complicated because it encompasses all our social behavior and norms,

visible and invisible. While we can quite easily identify the visible traits as long as we pay

some attention to a person, the hidden traits are more important. That is where we will

make or break a relationship. Therefore, it is a worthwhile effort for us to find out and

understand the “invisible” traits of culture hidden under the Iceberg’s top. That

understanding should include ourselves.

The Cultural Iceberg
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“Strength lies in differences, not in similarities.”
- Stephen R. Covey

TRANSCultural Group (TCG) is a premier consulting firm that provides high-quality learning

programs, including workshops and customized cultural experiences to those in search of

traditions, values, and excellence. The company is founded to provide an exclusive and

unparalleled learning environment for the development of refined and thoughtful leaders

worldwide, beyond time, space, and cultural boundaries.

Through comprehensive coaching and grooming programs, TCG bridges the cultures of the East

and West, and provides an unforgettable, treasured experience that lasts a lifetime.

At TCG, we believe our success is based on the client’s success. Find out more about us at

http://www.transculturalgroup.com

Crossing Cultures – Beyond Boundaries

We develop global talent and help you to be future-ready in this 

ever-connected world. Whilst taking pride in our own identity, we 

embrace others’ to enrich our lives!

This paper is part one of a three parts series on Understanding Cultural Intelligence (CQ).

If you are interested in exploring further, please refer to:

v Understanding Cultural Intelligence (CQ) Part 2: Why is CQ important?
v Understanding Cultural Intelligence (CQ) Part 3: Developing CQ.


