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Reading and discussion 
 
1. Read this paragraph from The Handy Guide 13: Fons Trompenaars and Charles Hampden Turner 

 
You are a passenger in a car driven by a close friend, and your close friend's car hits a 
pedestrian. You know that your friend was going at least thirty-five miles an hour in an area 
where the maximum speed was twenty miles an hour. There are no witnesses. Your friend's 
lawyer says that if you testify under oath that the speed was only twenty miles an hour then you 
would save your friend from any serious consequences. What would you do? Would you lie to 
protect your friend? What right does your friend have to expect your help? On the other hand 
what are your obligations to society to uphold the law? 

 
What would you do in this situation? What are your answers to these questions? 
 
 
 
 
2. Now read the next paragraph. 

 
This is the sort of question that Fons Trompenaars and Charles Hampden Turner asked 15,000 
managers in 28 countries around the world. They were interested in exploring the cultural 
difference between what they called universalist societies and particularist societies. 
Universalist societies follow the rules and assume that the standards they hold dear are the 
correct ones. They try to get everyone to conform to them. That way, they believe, society works 
better. Particularist societies, on the other hand, believe that particular circumstances are more 
important than general rules and that your response depends on the circumstances and on the 
particular people involved. 

 
Would you describe your home country or society as ‘universalist’ or ‘particularist’? Why? 
Are your personal views more ‘universalist’ or more ‘particularist’? 
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3. Now read the third paragraph. 
 

Going back to the car and the pedestrian, Trompenaars and Hampden Turner discovered that 
North Americans and North Europeans were almost totally universalist in their responses. They 
would put the law first. Only 70 per cent of the French and the Japanese would do so, however, 
while, in Venezuela, two thirds would lie to save their friend. 

 
According to Trompenaars and Hampden Turner, what is the relationship between the car-accident 
example and the ‘universalist’ / ‘particularist’ distinction? Do you find these ideas convincing? Why, 
or why not? 
 
 
 
 
4. The following paragraph appears later in the text. 
 

The trouble is that most of the management theory we know about has come from the Anglo-
American culture, the one that most of the gurus on my list belong to. This is a universalist 
culture, one that assumes that the rules that work for it will work universally. That just might be 
a dangerous illusion. After all, we know that things work quite differently but equally well in 
other parts of the world. 

 
Do you think that Anglo-American management theory works as effectively in your home country or 
society as it does in Britain and America? If not, why not? 
 
 
 
 
5. Here is another paragraph from the text. 
 

The value dimension that I am going to discuss they call Individualism versus 
Communitarianism. Which is more important, do you think, the individual or the family or 
group? The resourceful individual comes first, says the American culture. The rice growing 
village comes first, says the Chinese culture. Both are right. Self interest leads by an invisible 
hand to public benefit, said Adam Smith of Great Britain. 
 

 
Is your home country or society ‘individualistic’ or ‘communitarian’? How are ‘individualism’ and 
‘communitarianism’ related to ‘universalism’ and ‘particularism’? 
 
 
Do you agree that ‘individualism’ and ‘communitarianism’ are both right? Is one more right than the 
other? 
 
 
Do you agree with Adam Smith’s point about the ‘invisible hand’? What arguments can you think of 
for and against this idea? 


