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The Cross-Cultural Dimensions
of Globalized E-Learning

Andrea L. Edmundson, CARF International, USA

ABSTRACT

This exploratory study examined the effects of cross-cultural learning dimensions
on e-learning outcomes for employees in functionally equivalent jobs in Western
and Eastern cultures. Participants from the United States and India completed a
Level 1 e-learning course designed in the United States. In addition, randomly
selected completers then reported their interactions with the e-learning course in
a survey. Learners from the two cultures achieved equitable learning outcomes,
suggesting that characteristics of Level 1 e-learning courses mediate the effects of
culture. In addition, while cross-cultural dimensions did appear to affect learners’
preferences for and perceptions of e-learning, both Eastern and Western
participants were willing to try new approaches to learning that did not align with
their cultural profiles. Based on these results, the cultural adaptation process (CAP)
model is presented as a preliminary guideline for adapting e-learning courses for
other cultures. Accelerated dissemination of Level 1 courses could increase
technological literacy . Education and technological innovation are strongly
associated with advanced socio-economic development.

Keywords: computing in developing countries; cultural differences; distance
learning; globalization; instructional design; learning outcomes;
national culture; quasi-experimental study; Web course development

INTRODUCTION

The term globalization gained cur-
rency in the 1970s as Western corpora-
tions rapidly expanded into other parts of
the world (Jarvis, 2002), accelerating
cross-cultural exchanges (Walker &
Dimmock, 2002). Industrial anthropolo-

gists have identified cross-cultural dimen-
sions — categories of characteristics
across which cultures can be compared
and contrasted — such as how members
of a culture communicate, perceive time,
or view themselves in relation to the envi-
ronment. As e-learning options prolifer-
ate and globalization continues, an ex-
panding audience of learners is more likely
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to encounter courses created by another
culture. Most e-learning courses are de-
signed in Western cultures; however, the
largest and fastest-growing consumer
groups live in Eastern cultures such as
China, Japan, and India (Van Dam &
Rogers, 2002). Educators will thus be
challenged to provide e-learning oppor-
tunities that result in equitable learning out-
comes for targeted cultures.

Learning outcomes were defined by
Henderson (1996) as any results that re-
flect the acquisition of skills and knowl-
edge, the effectiveness of instructional
techniques, and students’ perceptions or
attitudes. Educational practitioners have
begun to apply the concepts of cross-cul-
tural dimensions to instructional design,
presuming that adapting courses to suit the
cultural profiles of learners will generate
equitable learning outcomes. However,
empirical research has neither conclusively
supported nor disproved them. The pur-
pose of this study was to better under-
stand the effects of cross-cultural dimen-
sions on e-learning in the globalized envi-
ronment.

RESEARCH QUESTION

The problem is: “Are e-learning
courses designed in a Western culture
equally effective when used in an Eastern
culture?” The research questions used to
address this problem were as follows:

1. When taking an e-learning course de-
signed in a Western culture, do partici-
pants from Eastern and Western cul-
tures experience equitable learning
outcomes?

2. Do they have different preferences for
or perceptions of e-learning?

3. If there are strong similarities or signifi-
cant differences in learning outcomes
between the two cultures, in partici-
pants’ use of features, or in their pref-
erences or perceptions, are these simi-
larities or differences related to the
cross-cultural dimensions described in
the literature?

REVIEW OF THE
LITERATURE

According to a United Nations De-
velopment Program report (UNDP,
2001), the most developed, progressive,
and economically stable countries in the
world are those that are technologically
advanced. Technological change and the
building of human capabilities are interre-
lated: Each requires the development of
the other for success. Thus, the UNDP
report promoted “rethinking educational
systems to meet the new challenges of
technology” (2001, p. 84) through im-
proved technology and technological edu-
cation at a global level.

Domestically, providers of e-learn-
ing will be challenged to accommodate
increasingly culturally heterogeneous au-
diences of learners. In 1997, 36% of stu-
dents in the United States were from non-
dominant ethnic groups, yet 86% of new
teachers were white, and only 3% of
teachers spoke a second language (Na-
tional Center for Educational Statistics, as
cited in Carter, 2000).

From an instructional point of view,
incompatibilities between the cross-cul-
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tural characteristics of e-learning courses
and learners could cause inequitable learn-
ing outcomes (Henderson, 1996). For
example, members of cultures may prefer
to learn in a particular manner (Gardner,
1989; Horton, 1999), or they may have
specific approaches to problem solving
(Lave, 1988; Soh, 1999) and creativity
(Gardner, 1989). Or, a pedagogical para-
digm espoused by one culture could alien-
ate or confuse targeted learners (Hall,
1981), as could unintentional cultural bi-
ases in instructional design (McLoughlin,
1999).

Theoretical Foundations

Hofstede (1984, 1997, 2001),
Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner
(1998), and Hall (1953, 1981) identified
and characterized cross-cultural dimen-
sions at the national level, primarily with
respect to corporate business and com-
munication. While they posited the prob-
able effects of many of these dimensions
on education, Gardner (1983, 1989),
Henderson (1996), and others have ex-
plored similar concepts within the disci-
pline of education.

Hofstede and Cross-Cultural
Dimensions at the National Level

Hofstede (1984, 1997) established
the practice of using national cultures in
quantitative studies: samples of people liv-
ing and working in the same country are
reasonable representations of the national
culture. He gathered data from question-
naires administered to 116,000 partici-

pants in 50 countries and three regions,
identifying five cross-cultural dimensions
that he portrayed as continua bounded by
polar extremes. He calculated indices for
each country, described below.

Power Distance Index (PDI)
The power distance index (PDI) —

“the extent to which the less powerful
members of institutions and organizations
expect and accept that power is distrib-
uted unequally” (Hofstede, 1997, p. 27)
— has ramifications in educational orga-
nizations. In nations with low PDI scores,
such as the United States (PDI = 40),
teachers and students tend to be perceived
as equals. Teachers are facilitators of stu-
dent-centered education rather than au-
thoritative subject matter experts (SMEs).
Students are expected to show initiative,
solve problems, build their own knowl-
edge base, question teachers, and initiate
discussions. In high PDI nations such as
India (PDI = 77), relationships between
teachers and students are assumed ineq-
uitable. Teachers are authorities and
SMEs; thus, students do not question their
knowledge (Hofstede, 1997).

Individualism Index (IDV)
Hofstede (1997) defined individual-

istic societies as those “in which ties be-
tween individuals are loose” (p. 51). By
contrast, collectivist societies are those “in
which people from birth onwards are in-
tegrated into strong, cohesive ingroups,
which throughout people’s lifetimes con-
tinue to protect them in exchange for un-
questioned loyalty” (p. 51).
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Members of collectivist societies tend
to rely on their ingroups to determine so-
cial relationships in educational settings,
and may even expect differential treatment
dependent upon their social class. In con-
trast, students in high-IDV societies ex-
pect to be treated as equals among peers
and faculty.  They prefer to work as indi-
viduals and expect recognition for indi-
vidual merit.

Globally, collectivist societies are
predominant (Hofstede, 1997). From the
perspective of education, this represents
an important consideration. The United
States and other high-IDV countries pro-
duce most instructional artifacts, including
e-learning. Characteristics of these
courses could significantly conflict with the
values of collectivist societies that import
them. The United States has the highest
IDV (91) in Hofstede’s study, while India
has a much lower IDV of 48 (1997).

Masculinity Index (MAS)
Hofstede (1984) defined the dimen-

sion “masculinity versus femininity” in
terms of how a culture socializes its mem-
bers to perform gender roles. In a mascu-
line culture, men are expected to be tough
and assertive, while women are perceived
as tender and modest. In a feminine cul-
ture, men and women are more likely to
have similar roles; both are expected to
be tender and modest, even if men also
express some assertiveness.

Hofstede (1997) contended that, in
high-MAS countries, students compete
openly, are achievement conscious, and
are disappointed by failure. An instructor’s
academic excellence and reputation are

important. In a low MAS culture, teach-
ers and students have more relaxed ex-
pectations. The United States and India
yielded similar MAS indices in Hofstede’s
work (62 and 56, respectively).

Uncertainty Avoidance Index (UAI)
Uncertainty avoidance is “the extent

to which the members of the culture feel
threatened by uncertain or unknown situ-
ations” (Hofstede, 1997, p. 113). Uncer-
tainty avoidance is not risk avoidance;
rather, it refers to a pattern of reducing
ambiguity.

Hofstede (1997) felt that, in a high-
UAI environment, the teacher is an ex-
pert and an unquestionable authority. Stu-
dents prefer a structured learning environ-
ment, precise objectives, strict timetables,
precise answers, and rewards for accu-
racy. In contrast, in low-UAI cultures,
teachers act as facilitators of learning. Stu-
dents are comfortable with vague objec-
tives, loose timetables, multiple solutions
to problems, and they seek to be re-
warded for originality. The United States
and India have similar, mid-range UAI
scores of 46 and 40, respectively.

Long-Term Orientation (LTO)
Hofstede’s fifth cross-cultural dimen-

sion, “short-term versus long-term orien-
tation to time,” was theorized after his
original 1984 study. In general, Hofstede
found that Eastern countries had relatively
high LTOs, while Western countries
yielded relatively low LTO scores.
Hofstede did not propose specific ramifi-
cations of the LTO dimension on educa-
tion, and it was not included in this study.
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Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner’s
Cross-Cultural Study

Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner
(1998) also researched cross-cultural di-
mensions at the national level; like
Hofstede, they were primarily interested
in the effects on business. Their analysis
of surveys (from over 30,000 corporate
managers from more than 100 countries)
identified eight cross-cultural dimensions,
some of which were similar to Hofstede’s.
Each of their dimensions, like Hofstede’s,
was described as a continuum bounded
by two extreme, opposing characteristics.
However, in contrast to Hofstede, they held
that in practice, cultural groups display
both extremes of all dimensions, but show
a preference or tendency toward one ex-
treme in most situations. Unlike Hofstede,
they rarely speculated on the implications
of cross-cultural dimensions in education.

In the first category, “relationships
and rules,” Trompenaars (1998) identified
five dimensions across which cultures
could be compared and contrasted. Uni-
versalism versus particularism relates
to the balance between rules and relation-
ships. Universalists tend to adhere to rules.
In a particularist society, rules are flexible
guidelines over which relationships always
take precedence.

The individualism versus
communitarianism dimension, similar to
Hofstede’s IDV index, refers to the ten-
dency to perceive oneself primarily either
as an individual or as a member of a group.
In an individualistic culture, members value
personal achievement and responsibility.
The communitarian society, meanwhile,
privileges the achievement of group goals.

They frequently make decisions via con-
sensus or defer decisions to an authorita-
tive entity.

Members of affective versus neu-
tral cultures may be, respectively, emo-
tionally expressive or emotionally detached
and objective, in verbal or non-verbal
communication.

Specific versus diffuse relates to
“the degree to which we engage others in
specific areas of life…or diffusely in mul-
tiple areas of our lives” (Trompenaars &
Hampden-Turner, 1998, p. 83) and ac-
counts for the degree and level of interac-
tion between people. In specific cultures,
for example, the “boss” is the authority in
the office, but beyond that environment,
he or she is no longer granted the same
deference. Conversely, in diffuse cultures,
members confer authority to superiors
across most environments. Members of
specific cultures tend to use direct and
purposeful communication, while diffuse
cultures tend to be less direct, often to the
point of appearing evasive.

The achieved status versus as-
cribed status dimension relates to whether
a culture determines status according to
accomplishments or according to mark-
ers of group membership. In achievement-
oriented cultures, according to
Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner
(1998), authority is tied to one’s task or
job, whereas in an ascription-oriented
culture, titles clarify status. This dimension
shares characteristics with Hofstede’s
PDI.

Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner
(1998) also identified two dimensions in
the category “attitude toward time.” Ori-
entation to past, present, and future
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reflects how cultures perceive the impor-
tance of each of these periods. The di-
mension sequential versus synchronic is
related to whether time is perceived as lin-
ear and composed of discrete events, or
as circular and composed of integrated,
overlapping events.

Lastly, Trompenaars and Hampden-
Turner (1998) categorized “attitudes to-
ward the environment.” Members of in-
ner-directed cultures believe they have
significant control over the outcome of
events, aggressively trying to manage situ-
ations, whereas members of outer-di-
rected cultures believe they are subject to
an external locus of control, and thus are
more comfortable and flexible when con-
fronted with change.

Hall’s Perspectives of
Cultural Differences

In Hall’s (1981) words: “Culturally
based paradigms place obstacles in the
path to understanding because culture
equips each of us with built-in blinders,
hidden and unstated assumptions” (p.
220). He envisioned cultural differences
as poles on opposite ends of continua that
resemble the indices and characteristics,
respectively, of Hofstede (1984, 1997)
and Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner
(1998).

According to Hall (1981), members
of M-time cultures tend to emphasize
schedules, promptness, and segmentation
of activities. Their communication is low
context, depending more on direct language
than on subtle signals. In contrast, mem-
bers of P-time cultures engage in multiple
activities simultaneously and tend to focus

on relationships and the completion of
transactions rather than on scheduled
events. Their communication is high con-
text, as it is dependent upon what they
already know about their culture.

According to Hall (1981), American
education tends to be linear, compartmen-
talized, and lacking in creativity and prob-
lem-solving techniques. As members of a
low-context culture, Americans tend to use
sparse communication, especially in tech-
nologically driven environments.

Applications of National-Level
Cross-Cultural Dimensions

in Education

Educational researchers and practi-
tioners have begun to incorporate the find-
ings of national-level studies into e-learn-
ing. Marcus and Gould (2001), for in-
stance, proposed redesigning the user in-
terface of Web pages to match the known
cultural dimensions of the target culture as
described by Hofstede (1997).

Marinetti and Dunn (2002) proposed
adapting courses of varying complexity to
the cross-cultural dimensions of a culture,
as identified in the literature, to accom-
modate the presumed preferences of dif-
ferent groups. Their adaptation strategies
are summarized in Table 1. For the pur-
pose of discussion, each level of course
complexity has been assigned a number.

For example, based on the table, for
Level 1 courses, simple translation of
content would be adequate as a cultural
adaptation technique. For Level 2 courses,
in which content or tasks are more com-
plex but universally familiar, localization
could ensure that concepts and technical



Copyright © 2005, Idea Group Inc. Copying or distributing in print or electronic forms without written
permission of Idea Group Inc. is prohibited.

 Int’l J. of Information and Communication Technology Education, 1(2), 47-61, April-June 2005   53

tasks are achievable by the targeted cul-
ture. Localization may be described as “the
process of converting material…into a
format that is technically, linguistically, and
culturally appropriate for countries outside
the original market” (Transware, 2002).
These superficial changes, called soft-
multiculturalism by Henderson (1996),
include slang, humor, gestures, units of
measure, law, taboos, etiquette, and so
forth (Transware, 2002). For Level 3
courses, Marinetti and Dunn (2002) pro-
posed modularization, which entails
adapting only those components of the e-
learning course that vary between the de-

signing and recipient culture, and that could
affect learners’ outcomes. Finally, for
course content that is complex or cultur-
ally differentiated, Marinetti and Dunn rec-
ommended origination — creating a new
course with the full participation of the tar-
get culture.

Any of the above techniques, singu-
larly or in combination, could simplify the
adaptation process and reduce the costs
of redesign, subsequently improving the
cultural compatibility of e-learning courses.
However, the presumed need to adapt e-
learning courses to the cultural dimensions
of targeted learners remains unproven by

Complexity Level Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 Level 4 
Content Type Simple 

information, 
knowledge, news 

Low level, 
cognitive “hard 
skills”; simple 
knowledge and 
core concepts 

Some soft skills; 
complex 
knowledge, such 
as regulatory or 
financial infor-
mation; business 
strategy and most 
business skills 

Mostly “soft 
skills,” such as 
attitudes and 
beliefs; many 
complex 
management 
skills 
 

Content Examples Product 
knowledge, 
company 
procedures 

Application 
software, other 
electronic skills 

Project 
management, 
presentation skills, 
marketing strategy 

Negotiation 
skills, motivation, 
teamwork, 
conflict 
resolution 

Content 
Adaptation – 
 
What people learn 

Translation only; 
content and 
context culturally 
neutral 

Translation plus 
context adaptation, 
examples as 
required 

Translation plus 
context adaptation, 
examples and 
some modular 
content 

Significant 
proportion of 
content and 
context is unique 
per culture 

Instructional 
Strategy 
Adaptation –  
 
How people learn 

None Minor changes Required at key 
points; re-ordering 
information, repre-
sentation of con-
cepts, alternative 
media, etc. 

Significant 
proportion unique 
per culture; may 
require 
alternative course 
architectures 

Adaptation 
Strategies 

Translation Localization Modularization Origination 

 

Note: From Cultural Adaptation: A Necessity for Global E-Learning, by A. Marinetti and P. Dunn, 2002.
[Web page]. Available: http://www.learningbites.net/learningbites/main%20feature1a.htm. Copyright 2002
by Marinetti and Dunn. Adapted with permission.

Table 1. Descriptions of course Levels 1-4 (adapted with permission from Marinetti
& Dunn, 2002)
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research. In addition, the possibility that a
cultural group could accept or adapt to
the dimensions of the culture in which an
e-learning artifact originated remains un-
explored.

Cross-Cultural Dimensions
in Education

At a high level, culture influences
multiple aspects of education, from the
obvious such as educational structures,
governance, delivery systems, and teach-
ing styles (Thomas, 1990), to the sublimi-
nal, such as values or the purpose of edu-
cation (Gardner, 1989; Mosa, 1999;
Jarvis, 2002).

Gardner (1983) argued that cultures
value different types of intelligence and
different forms of knowledge. These in-
telligences are not cross-cultural dimen-
sions per se, but his theory of multiple in-
telligences suggests that one culture could
prefer one cluster of intelligences to an-
other, and that education could be de-
signed to accommodate those intelli-
gences. In another study (1989), he found
that the Chinese prefer a mimetic ap-
proach to education: teachers (and edu-
cational materials) are treated as unques-
tioned repositories of knowledge. In con-
trast, Americans were moving toward a
transformative approach to education:
teachers act as coaches, eliciting desired
qualities from students.

Henderson (1996) proffered a com-
prehensive multiple culture model
(MCM) specifically for investigating cross-
cultural characteristics in education, with
14 dimensions represented as continua
with polar extremes, reminiscent of those

used by Hall (1981), Hofstede (1984,
1997), and Trompenaars and Hampden-
Turner (1998). In the model, the course
features and characteristics represented on
the left side reflect the objectivist-
instructivist pedagogical paradigm, while
those on the right reflect the constructivist-
cognitive paradigm.

THE STUDY
METHODOLOGY

For this study, the 14 dimensions on
the MCM were reduced to none, thereby
creating the simplified multiple cultural
model (SMCM) (Edmundson, 2004):

1. Pedagogical Paradigm: Instructivist/
Objectivist–Constructivist/Cogni-
tive. Four closely related dimensions—
Epistemology, Pedagogical Philoso-
phy, Underlying Psychology, and
Goal Orientation—were combined to
create a singular dimension, Pedagogi-
cal Paradigm.

2. Experiential Value: Abstract–Con-
crete. When instruction has abstract
experiential value, learning is removed
from reality. Instruction with concrete
experiential value integrates the learn-
ing process with the learner’s world.

3. Teacher Role: Didactic–Facilita-
tive. A didactic exposition of knowl-
edge, such as a lecture, contrasts with
facilitative pedagogical techniques that
enable exploratory learning without
controlling outcomes.

4. Value of Errors: Errorless Learning–
Learning from Experience. Under an
errorless learning paradigm, students
learn until they generate no mistakes or
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the instructional method does not al-
low for errors. In contrast, the learning
from experience approach to instruc-
tion uses errors in the educational pro-
cess.

5. Motivation: Extrinsic–Intrinsic. Ex-
trinsic motivation originates from fac-
tors outside the learner, such as the
need for high grades or the presence of
engaging materials. Intrinsic motivation
comes from an internal desire to learn.

6. Accommodation of Individual Dif-
ferences: Non-Existent–Multifac-
eted. In some contexts, learning and
knowledge are structured so that there
is no need for accommodation of indi-
vidual differences. When accommoda-
tion of individual differences is existent,
on the other hand, knowledge and
learning are presented in a variety of
ways so that learners can utilize the
tools that most suit their preferences.

7. Learner Control: Non-Existent–Un-
restricted. In this dimension, the stu-
dent either learns along a predetermined
path or by independent discovery.

8. User Activity: Mathemagenic–Gen-
erative. A mathemagenic approach
permits learners to access the same
content in different ways, while a gen-
erative approach encourages learners
to engage in the process of creating and
elaborating content.

9. Cooperative Learning: Unsup-
ported–Integral. In this dimension,
learners work independently or learn-
ing is encouraged through cooperative
activities.

Certain SMCM dimensions (e.g.,
cooperative learning) may be manifesta-

tions of cross-cultural dimensions at the
national level, while others may simply re-
flect learner preferences or subliminal ef-
fects of culture. To date, however, rela-
tively few studies have examined cross-
cultural dimensions within e-learning
courses. Likewise, few researchers have
administered an e-learning course de-
signed by one culture to individuals in an-
other culture with the intention of measur-
ing potential differences in learning out-
comes.

The experimental design best suited
to part one of this study was the post-
test-only control group design (Campbell
& Stanley, 1963; Leedy & Ormrod,
2001; Tuckman, 1978) diagrammed in
Figure 1.

Pre-testing was neither desirable nor
useful in this study, as the researcher was
interested in the differences between learn-
ing outcomes caused by the culture, rather
than the knowledge or skills generated by
the e-learning course.

Seven hundred fifty-seven technol-
ogy workers in functionally equivalent roles
were required by their company to take a
Western-designed e-learning course. The
software upgrade tutorial was designated

Figure 1. Post-test-only control group
design

R1 X O1 

R2  O2 

R = randomly selected members of the groups under
study; X = the treatment (i.e., the culture of each of
the two groups); O = the observations or
measurements of differences between the two groups
(i.e., tutorial results and questionnaire responses)



56   Int’l J. of Information and Communication Technology Education, 1(2), 47-61, April-June 2005

Copyright © 2005, Idea Group Inc. Copying or distributing in print or electronic forms without written
permission of Idea Group Inc. is prohibited.

as a Level 1 course, according to the cri-
teria described by Marinetti and Dunn
(2002). From this group, 250 were ran-
domly selected (for a confidence interval
of 95%) to participate in the study: 204
from a Western culture (U.S.) and 46 from
an Eastern culture (India). Data on learn-
ing outcomes were analyzed using
student’s t tests for unequal n using
StatDisk (Triola, 2001).

In part two of the study, the 250
participants were invited to complete an
online post-course questionnaire, which
included questions based on the SMCM
dimensions, in order to identify: (a) learn-
ing outcomes not recorded by the learn-
ing management system, and (b) the par-
ticipants’ preferences for and perceptions
of e-learning, based on potential cultural
differences and their overall experiences
with the genre. Responses were analyzed
using student’s t tests for unequal n using
StatDisk (Triola, 2001).

Finally, the researcher explored pos-
sible relationships between the learning
outcomes, and participants’ preferences
and perceptions to the cross-cultural di-
mensions described in national-level re-
search.

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS

Members of both groups achieved
equitable learning outcomes when they
took the software upgrade tutorial. There
were no significant differences (a = .05)
between learning outcomes (number of
attempts needed to complete the course,
scores of each attempt, and time needed
for each attempt). Responses on the ques-
tionnaire provided additional information

on how they navigated and used the
course, and their perceptions of its effec-
tiveness. Both groups needed no more
than three attempts to complete the
course. An average of 85% of the partici-
pants completed the course on the first
attempt in an average of 68 minutes, with
an average score of 85.5%. While the
U.S. participants felt that the tutorial did
not completely meet its objectives, both
groups agreed that they had applied most
of what they had learned to their work.
Both groups used the course features
(demonstrations, handouts, and navigation
tools) in the same manner, although Ameri-
cans tended to print more handouts than
Indian participants did. Both groups ac-
knowledged that they had experienced
confusion in the past with language and
format in e-learning, which indicated that
they had taken e-learning courses more
complex than the Level 1 tutorial used in
this study.

Participants expressed equal accep-
tance of the course characteristics mani-
fested in behavioral/objectivist and cog-
nitive/constructivist paradigms. With re-
spect to those features and characteris-
tics, participants preferred that the instruc-
tor/course designer manage the design el-
ements; the establishment of course ob-
jectives; the selection of activities and in-
structional methods; examples; and the
determination of the best path to learning.
These features are typically selected dur-
ing the design process.

Participants also indicated that they
preferred being guided by a facilitator
rather than instructed by an expert, con-
trolling the pace of learning, testing them-
selves by experimentation, learning from
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their mistakes, and applying course knowl-
edge and skills to their own activities. In
other words, participants expected to con-
trol how they interacted with the course,
although both groups indicated that they
would be open to trying other approaches
to learning.

Participants’ responses indicated that
two of the nine dimensions of the SMCM
are related to certain cross-cultural dimen-
sions described at the national level. The
dimension of cooperative learning on the
SMCM shares characteristics with
Hofstede’s IDV dimension, Trompenaars
and Hampden-Turner’s individualism ver-
sus communitarianism dimension, and
Hall’s M-time versus P-time dimension.
The origin of motivation on the SMCM
shares characteristics with Hofstede’s
IDV and MAS dimensions, as well as
Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner’s in-
dividualism versus communitarianism di-
mension.

Two other SMCM dimensions seem
potentially related to those identified at the
national level, though not as strongly as
cooperative learning and origin of mo-
tivation. Teacher role from the SMCM
appears to share characteristics with
Hofstede’s MAS dimension, with
Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner’s spe-
cific versus diffuse dimension, and with
Hall’s low-context versus high-context
dimension. Learner control on the
SMCM appears to share characteristics
with Hofstede’s PDI, and Trompenaars
and Hampden-Turner’s inner-directed
versus outer-directed dimension. Value of
errors on the SMCM seemed weakly re-
lated to Trompenaars and Hampden-
Turner’s universalism versus particularism,

the dimension encompassing the value of
rules.

Thus, while this study did not explore
statistical correlations between cultural
dimensions and learner preferences, there
appear to be potential relationships be-
tween at least four dimensions of the
SMCM and dimensions identified by other
researchers. These findings suggest the
need for studies of cultural dimensions in
Level 1 to 4 courses, as greater course
complexity may raise stronger responses,
more cultural preferences, and more ob-
vious relationships to national-level cross-
cultural dimensions.

CONCLUSION

New Perspectives on E-Learning

The findings in this exploratory study
offer five new perspectives on the e-learn-
ing environment that could change how
instructors/designers create courses, how
consumers adapt and/or export Western-
designed e-learning courses, and how
Level 1 e-learning can be used to pro-
mote global education and economic de-
velopment.

First, the features of Level 1 courses
appear to create a learning environment
conducive to equitable learning outcomes,
as their low-context nature introduces the
fewest cross-cultural effects: communica-
tion is minimized; interaction is nonexist-
ent; and language is blunt, technical, and
sparse (Hall, 1981).

Second, learners seem to differenti-
ate between the features of courses that
are generated during the design process
(and are thus beyond their control) and
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those that drive learner interaction with the
course, which they prefer to control.
Knowing this, course developers should
expect to determine e-learning course
goals and objectives, types of learning
activities, instructional method(s), and the
overall “path” to learning. At the same
time, they should expect that learners will
prefer facilitation of learning rather than
authoritative instruction, control of the
pace of learning, learning from experimen-
tation or mistakes, and application of learn-
ing to their own needs.

Third, since members of both cul-
tures were amenable to trying course fea-
tures representing contrasting pedagogi-
cal paradigms, there is potential to intro-
duce an eclectic paradigm — a combi-
nation of instructivist/objectivist and
constructivist/cognitive — as suggested by
Henderson (1996), to other cultures.

Fourth, certain SMCM dimensions
appear to affect e-learning. The dimen-
sions of cooperativism versus individual-
ism and origin of motivation appear to have
strong effects on e-learning preferences,
and may thus be characterized as critical
cultural dimensions. Three dimensions
— teacher role, learner control, and pos-
sibly value of errors — have indetermi-
nate impact, but are likely to matter and,
until further research indicates otherwise,
could be treated as critical dimensions. The
remaining dimensions—user activity, ex-
periential value, and accommodation of
individual differences—may be described
as assistive cultural dimensions.

Finally, there appears to be a di-
chotomy between the cultural “profiles”
of learners and their actual preferences:
while several of the large-scale trends that

define cultural groups may need to be ac-
commodated for in e-learning courses
above Level 1, a significant number of
these dimensions are best viewed as “pos-
sible preferences,” rather than as ultimate
and final outlooks.

Cultural Adaptation Process
 (CAP) Model

The cultural adaptation process
(CAP) model in Figure 2 is proposed as
a preliminary guideline for: (a) evaluating
existing e-learning courses, (b) creating
cultural profiles of targeted learners, (c)
developing culturally appropriate e-learn-
ing courses, and (d) framing future research
studies. It is based on a synthesis of find-
ings in this study, but it also incorporates
the findings on cross-cultural dimensions
from research in industrial anthropology
and education.

The model provides a matrix in
which, from left to right, course complex-
ity is considered, and from top to bottom,
the steps in adapting an e-learning course
for a targeted culture are presented. Us-
ers of the model will need to know the
cross-cultural dimensions of the targeted
learners for cooperative learning, origin of
motivation, and most likely, learner con-
trol, teacher role, and value of errors. They
will need to identify the level of the course
they expect to use, adapt, or create, then
match course characteristics to the criti-
cal cross-cultural dimensions of targeted
learners. Next, the preferences of the tar-
geted learners should be assessed, using
surveys or interviews, according to the
assistive dimensions of the model. Future
research may indicate that other dimen-
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sions should be included in the model, that
certain assistive dimensions should be
rated as critical, or that current dimensions
classified as critical are more aptly de-
scribed as assistive.

The CAP model represents a new,
but not complete, perspective on the
cross-cultural dimensions of e-learning
courses and learners. Feedback from the
use of the systematic model and further

research would help fashion a reliable tool
for consumers of e-learning.

Based on findings in this study, the
researcher proposes five new perspectives
on e-learning that could represent means
to effectively adapting or creating e-learn-
ing courses for use in other cultures. Such
actions could increase access to technol-
ogy education, improve technological lit-
eracy, and introduce new technologies

Figure 2. The cultural adaptation process (CAP) model (Edmundson, 2004)

 Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 Level 4 

Step 1: 

Evaluate 

content type and 

examples. 

Simple information, core 

knowledge, news, or 

updates, such as product 

knowledge, company 

procedures 

Low-level, cognitive hard 

skills; simple knowledge 

and concepts, such as 

those used in application 

software; most computer-

related skills 

Some soft skills; 

complex knowledge, 

such as project 

management, 

presentation skills, 

marketing strategy 

Mostly soft skills; attitudes 

and beliefs, such as 

negotiation skills, 

motivation, teamwork, 

conflict resolution 

Step 2: 

Identify 

pedagogical 

paradigm, include 

instructional 

methods, etc. 

Instructivist-objectivist, 

with behavioral objectives 

and sharply-focused 

goals; 

low-context 

communication; 

mimetic 

More closely related to 

instructivist-objectivist 

than constructivist-

cognitive paradigm 

More closely related to 

constructivist-cognitive 

than instructivist-

objectivist paradigm 

Constructivist-cognitive 

with cognitive objectives, 

unfocused goals; 

high-context 

communication; 

transformative 

Step 3: 

Identify media 

Lecture, handouts, simple 

demonstrations 

Satellite broadcasts, audio 

conferencing, recordings, 

television 

Threaded discussions, 

list servers, online chat, 

email 

Videoconferencing, web-

based training, streaming 

media, and web 

conferencing 

Step 3: Identify critical national level cross-cultural dimensions of learners and associated features and characteristics of the course. 

The following dimensions of e-learning appear to be closely related to those found at the national level. Research indicates that a user’s 

cultural profile (see the works of Hofstede, etc.) will dictate what learners are likely to strongly prefer with respect to these dimensions. 

Unsupported Cooperative Learning* Integral 

Extrinsic Origin of Motivation* Intrinsic 

Non-existent Learner Control Unrestricted 

Didactic Teacher Role Facilitative 

Critical  

Cross-Cultural 

Dimensions 

Errorless learning Value of Errors Learning from experience 

Step 4: Identify assistive national level cross-cultural dimensions and associated features and characteristics of the course. 

The following dimensions are related to the potential preferences of groups of e-learners. Assess their preferences before modifying or 

developing any e-learning course, as these seem to change based on variables other than cross-cultural dimensions at the national level. 

Mathemagenic User Activity   Generative 

Abstract Experiential Value Concrete 

Assistive  

Cross-Cultural 

Dimensions Non-existent Accommodation of Individual Differences Multifaceted 

Step 5: 

Adaptation 

Strategies 

Translation Localization Modularization Origination 

 

  

  



60   Int’l J. of Information and Communication Technology Education, 1(2), 47-61, April-June 2005

Copyright © 2005, Idea Group Inc. Copying or distributing in print or electronic forms without written
permission of Idea Group Inc. is prohibited.

across and between cultures, thereby in-
creasing socioeconomic development
across the ever-expanding e-world.
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