Austrians – How Power minded are They?

Is Hofstede’s Score wrong?

Some consequences when leading and managing Austrians

“Austrians are very power minded!” “Austrians respect power far too much!” Statements like these I hear repeatedly when I lecture or train intercultural management in Austria. Or stronger even, “the low score of power distance must be wrong!” Hofstede had calculated the Power Distance Indicator PDI for Austria to be 11 on a scale from 0 (no distance to respectively dependence on power) to 100 (total distance to respectively dependence on power <or counterdependance>).
 Admittedly, this low score seems astonishing, even for some interculturalists and trainers. Doesn’t the “doctor, doctor culture” (see chapter 2. below), prove that power is highly valued in Austria? And doesn’t this “wrong score” – as some argue - serve as another argument against Hofstede’s research?

Moreover, answers to such questions have consequences when leading and motivating people. If Austria was a power minded society a superior would be advised to demonstrate and exert his position power more than in societies where power as such is less accepted.

Let us take a closer look
:

1. Scores give us an idea about tendencies – and reflect various influences
· One can always argue about the perfect accuracy of numbers and the exact scores of the indicators or dimensions of culture. In my interpretation, and consequently in my consulting and training, scores display tendencies only and relative positions. They claim no absolutes. In Austria, the tendency is to give little value and respect to power as such. However, this tendency seems to be strong.

· The scores result from statistical calculations of personal preferences surveyed amongst individuals. Respondents’ statements in a survey generally are the combined result of various influences.
The clear rejection of (position) power among Austrians surveyed may as well reflect reactions against a perceived misuse of power, at least partly. In such cases, responses against power can be overly strong.
· Such misuse may have been felt in childhood. Let me explain: On two other culture indicators Austria scores very high: Masculinity MAS+ and Uncertainty Avoidance Index UAI+. Masculinity stands for being tough, assertive and getting one’s way, and more related manners of thinking and acting. Uncertainty Avoidance measures – among other aspects – a desire for telling ‘right’ from ‘wrong’, a dislike or rejection of differences as these are seen as potentially dangerous, and a risk to polarise when controversies arise – which at the same time people fear and try to avoid.

More so, any combination of high Masculinity MAS+ and high Uncertainty Avoidance UAI+ easily fuels outbursts of agitated controversies (with a known exception: Japan, due to its stronger harmony orientation, developed particular processes to control and channelize such outbreaks). Examples of such controversies can be heated conflicts between father and son which may result in a father’s edict: “Solange Du Deine Füße unter meinen Tisch stellst, tust Du was ich sage!” <„as long as you put your feet under my table you do what I say!”>. Sometimes, these orders are even reinforced by pounding the table.

Indeed, several Austrians told me about remembering these old sayings. On both sides, the evolving strong emotions go with high Uncertainty Avoidance UAI+. Then, the quoted forceful commands are difficult to control, but also hard to accept or tolerate. Such drastic experiences in childhood can be mind-forming. The psycho-logical resistance and response: “I don’t like power at all!”

It is interesting to note: In public, Austrians try to paper over differences in opinion, are consensus-oriented, seek formulae (and formulations) that everyone can agree to – at least on the surface. This may be superficial to some extent and just meant to hide deeper layers of conflict.
· The Austrian rejection of power may also have been a strong response to the disastrous “Führer-Prinzip” <leader principle>. “Führer befiehl! Wir folgen Dir!” <Leader order! We follow you!> was the slogan propagated by the Nazis. The Austrian Adolf Hitler, after having established his dictatorial power in Germany, later annexed his homeland Austria. Though this was initially welcomed by many - of course not by all -, it was later also regretted by many. Thus, we could see the rejection of power as a kind of “lesson learned”. “Never again blindly follow a leader!” - It may be added here, that this has definitely been the case in Germany as well.
· An aversion against power may also have been fuelled later in life. The respondents in Hofstede’s original survey were Austrians working with IBM
. This also means, they were eventually directed and controlled by a foreign company. Thus, a US inclination to ‘know (management) better’ may have met - and sometimes clashed - with a similar Austrian inclination to ‘know better’
. Even further, it met an Austrian aversion against anything / anyone foreign. Xenophobia is a phenomenon in Austria and an expression of such an aversion – as in all countries with high Uncertainty Avoidance. Hardly a surprise, again: One answer to tough US headquarters – and thus foreign - power can be a strong opposition against power at all.
It may be noted that a similar know-it- and can-do-it-better manner by US headquarters and thus criticism of the local management was observed with IBM Germany as well. Although IBM’s German subsidiary yielded the largest profits in the IBM world for many years, the US head quarters nevertheless repeatedly expressed dissatisfaction with and dismissed the German top managers.

Ironically, but not surprisingly, when German head quarters and managers behave similarly and try to direct Austrian companies and employees they meet similar resentment.

2. The ‘title mentality’ finds other explanations

· “But Austrians address others always by their academic title” - or by titles in general -, I hear some still objecting to Hofstede’s low score on power acceptance for Austria!

Indeed, there is this widespread practice, for instance “Herr Doktor”, “Frau Magister” or “Herr Ingenieur” for holders of a university degree. The degree will also be presented on the business card. Some participants in my intercultural MBA-programmes even labelled Austria “a doctor, doctor culture”.

However, this does not necessarily indicate a respect for power as such. It more reflects a reverence for academic achievements and success, for knowledge and expertise.
Achievements and success are valued in masculine societies MAS+, knowledge and expertise in high uncertainty avoidance cultures UAI+: “He/she knows for sure!” Masculinity and Uncertainty Avoidance are exceptionally respectively very strong in Austria. In my interpretation, they explain the observed behaviour better than an alleged power orientation.

In addition to that, people in high uncertainty avoidance cultures are driven to avoid mistakes. They fear their consequences. As much as the consequences are unpredictable they create even more uncertainty. Not honouring somebody’s achievements may be a mistake if that person feels offended! So, better be safe than sorry, and use honorific titles! The German phrase, “Jemandem nicht auf den Schlips treten” <not stepping on somebody’s toes> explains that very well <better than the English phrase>. ‘Schlips’ means tie, and a ‘tie’ stands for formality and dignity.

· “But what about addressing a woman with her husband’s position or title, for instance ‘Frau Direktor’ or ‘Frau Professor’? Sometimes the position may only be assumed, even! Isn’t that a proof of power orientation?”

In my view, this reflects medium individualism IDV+/-. Austria scores less individualistic than all other industrialized Western nations, lowest among Hofstede’s country cluster “Europe North, Northwest, Anglo World” (IDV 55)
. Family ties and social or political groups still play a comparatively important role in Austria. Thus, achievements of one family member also shine on others in the family. It also reflects the “face giving” and staying at the surface politeness in everyday conversation which one can generally observe in less individualistic countries. No surprise, that some say Austria reminds them of Asia in its relationship and communication styles, or “the Balkans begin in Vienna” <“Der Balkan beginnt in Wien, am Rennsteig”>, as Prince Metternich is believed to have said - 200 years ago.

· Two colleagues of mine – a German and an Austrian intercultural trainer - once also discussed the question of titles and high or low power orientation in Austria. The Austrian saw no contradiction, „Wir haben doch alle einen Titel! Damit sind wir wieder alle gleich!“ <We all have a title, don’t we? With this again we are all the same!”>
 
Other observers of Austrians believe to discern in the “doctor/title obsession” a desire of ordinary people to “upgrade” themselves by showing (even pronouncing) that they interact with people from higher strata of society. In this interpretation, the title use becomes ambivalent. It could mean, “I move at their level as well”, and/or a symptom of an inferiority complex or even of a culture of subservience.
3. Austrian examples of low respect of power

I became aware of many observations and examples indicating the low respect of and even grumbling against power in Austria. Here are some:

· Romans at the time of Julius Caesar already called the territory which now constitutes lower parts of Austria and Hungary, “terra disobediens“
, meaning ‘a territory disobeying and disrespecting our power and rule’.

· The Austrian ‘Maria Theresia Cross’, introduced at the time of the so called absolute monarchy, was an order granted to persons who went against the order of the Empress / Emperor and proofed to be right. Thus, successfully disobeying power was being honoured. Imagine, even “absolute” power was relative in Austria!

· The Vienna Philharmonic is – to the best of my knowledge - the world’s only great orchestra without a director. Since its foundation in 1842, the members of the orchestra own it and manage their business as a co-operative - without a boss. I quote from the orchestra’s principles: “2) the orchestra is artistically, organizationally and financially autonomous, and all decisions are reached on a democratic basis during the general meeting of all members. 3) The day-to-day management is the responsibility of a democratically elected body, the administrative committee.”
 Even before the 1848 revolts against power in German speaking countries democratic self-determination rather than power orientation was valued and practiced in this organisation culture, which became a showpiece of Austria!

The same is indicated in this old joke: “A visitor to a concert of the Vienna Philharmonic asks: ‘What will the director conduct tonight?’ A member of the orchestra answers with self-confidence. ‘Who cares? We will play the 5th!’ ”

· “But doesn’t the Austrian saying, ‘Vuaschrift is Vuaschrift!’ tell us differently?” Translated to ‘regulation is regulation’, it also carries the meaning ‘regulations are not negotiable’. “Doesn’t this indicate our acceptance of power?” - Well, it “certainly” indicates a need for rules and regulations. This again goes with Uncertainty Avoidance UAI+ more than with Power Orientation PDI. The “expert authority” of civil servants as “regulation producers” is acknowledged. But one doesn’t necessarily stick to their regulations. Isn’t the unspoken second half of that sentence and the common, tacit understanding “… and may be set to be breached”?

· "Bischof liest zum Abschied dem Papst die Leviten" - "...in dieser Deutlichkeit seltene Kritik eines Oberhirten an Papst und Kurie." <Bishop lectures the Pope while finishing his office’ - ‘… rare criticism of such bluntness from a superior shepherd against Pope and papal court.> These were the headline and assessment in a newspaper article.
 So, even in the hierarchical, power-oriented Catholic Church an Austrian representative of that church displays his criticism of the Pope, of his highest superior power, rather than showing obedience to power.

Furthermore, this was not a single event. Again, a dignitary from Austria, the Vienna Cardinal Christoph Schönborn, directly, openly and repeatedly attacked the highest authority among Cardinals, the Dean of the College of Cardinal, Angelo Sordano (about having hushed up the child abuse scandal). The Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung commented, “Schönborns couragierte Art, sich über die Konvention des Beschweigens hinwegzusetzen, ...“
 as „Ein Tabubruch, den man gar nicht hoch genug veranschlagen kann” <Schönborn’s courageous manner to defy the convention of hushing up … a breach of taboo which you can’t overestimate>. The Portuguese Curial Cardinal José Saraiva Marins immediately condemned the intervention from Austria as “inopportune” - reacting quite in accordance with the high Power Distance organisational culture of the Catholic Church and of national culture of his homeland Portugal.
· Another recent incident exemplifies an Austrian’s low power acceptance, this time in the business sector, clashing with Indian’s high power distance: The Austrian Chief Operating Officer of Air India, Mr. Gustav Baldauf, in an interview with the “Indian Express”, had complained against the influence of the Indian Minister of Civil Aviation, Mr. Vayalar Ravi. Following that, “the airline served him with a notice accusing him of indiscipline and of violating his contract”.
 As a consequence, Mr. Baldauf resigned – only ten months after he had taken the position. Seemingly, this time wasn’t enough to make him fully aware of his low power orientation and the potential conflicts with opposite mentalities.

· Ask Austrians across the country – let’s say in Salzburg, Innsbruck or Graz - about the importance of Vienna, of its people and rule on Austria, or whether Vienna represents and speaks for them! The usual response I hear is, “Oh, Vienna is not Austria! They are different. They do not represent us.” Yes, Austria is characterised by a federal constitution and by decentralisation. If you asked the same questions in France the answers would be quite different, and indicate an outstanding of the role that Paris has for the whole of France. The weak Austrian centralisation of power, mirrors its low power orientation against the high French power distance and acceptance.

· The heads of the political parties in the federal states (~ ‘provincial’ level) of Austria carry the plain name ‘Obmann’
. These are relatively influential compared to the head at the national level and relative to the situation in other countries. There are even examples of the provincial heads of a party removing their national head, regardless of his other high positions in the government. Indication of a high or a low power orientation?

· Michael, an Austrian friend of mine married to a Filipina, sourly complained to me, “Elena regularly calls her parents before any major decision! Can you imagine, calling them in the Philippines! Not to mention the phone costs!” It seemed very strange to him as an Austrian. On the one hand, people from high power distance cultures, like the Philippines, generally feel a need to wait for directions from above or call on the ones in power for decisions, whether those are parents, elders or superiors. On the other hand, people from low power distant cultures – when unaware of such cultural differences – have great difficulties to understand and acknowledge that. The culture distance between Austria PDI- and the Philippines PDI+ regarding power - as exemplified here - could hardly be greater.

· When an intercultural trainer once introduced Hofstede’s dimensions to an audience in Austria, he came under loud and angry attacks. The Austrians strongly objected to the allegedly low score for power distance in Austria: „No! That must be wrong! Austrians respect power far too much! They are much too obedient!” – After a first moment of shock he responded, “If you complain about obedience of your countrymen, you don’t like it. Nothing else demonstrates the meaning of a low score on power distance more than disliking it. If you scored high on power distance, you would not openly and disrespectfully attack a teacher. The teacher would be seen as the one holding power in the class. Your collective open disagreement with me as your teacher gives evidence of your low respect for power holders and Austria’s low power distance PDI-.”
I may add: Their fierce response was also a plain display of emotions. And it revealed thinking in terms of ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ and a tendency for polarisation in discussions and arguments. This goes with the high uncertainty avoidance UAI+ in Austria. Such discussions, sometimes heated and confrontational, can be observed at the culture typical “Stammtischgespräche” in Austria, for instance. And what are the favourite topics and targets at such cracker-barrel talks? Politicians and other “power holders”!

4. What may be some consequences for leaders and managers in Austria?
· First of all: How we think, feel and decide, how we act and react, what we perceive as appropriate or inappropriate, whether we respond more positively or negatively is influenced by this classical triangle:
(1) Our general culture programme,

(2) Our and our counterpart(s) particular individual personalities and sensitivities, and

(3) The specific situational context of our interaction.

Thus, whenever we wonder about a proper way to act we are well advised to consider all three factors. Obviously, the influence and weight of these elements vary from case to case.
After all, general research and numerous specific critical incidents confirm: In international work, culture can be a major critical factor for success or failure. International work almost always is also intercultural work. And culture can be measured and described by culture dimensions.
· Specially, when we ask about a more effective way to lead, motivate and manage people it is good to think about this: The fit between a perceived leadership style and the leadership concept held by the followers determines leadership effectiveness.
 So, when leading groups of people the group’s expectations regarding ‘good leadership’ must be taken into account. The larger the group the more the ‚law of large numbers’ counts. Therefore, an appropriate – which means effective - leadership and motivation approach should check for the experiences and expectations of the ‘followers’.
So, what may be seen as elements of an appropriate leadership style in an Austrian group? Let us again consult the culture dimensions.
Low Power Acceptance PDI- combined with high Masculinity MAS+ and strong Uncertainty Avoidance UAI+:

· When leading and managing people in Austria don’t expect them to follow you simply because you are the boss and told them so! A management position alone doesn’t yield much (PDI-). Expect critical thinking, questioning and arguing. People may challenge you about the ‘best way’ to proceed (MAS+). Some disputes may become fierce and emotions be shown (MAS+ x UAI+). The ‘boss’ alone is not a strong reason for restraint on the side of ‘subordinates’ who see themselves as co-workers.
There may be contexts, though, in which criticism is not immediately or less openly expressed. This often goes with Uncertainty Avoidance (see below).
· Be convincing! Prove your experience and competence in your work (UAI+), in what you do and what you say. Competence counts more than position! - This principle, by the way, is one of the unique characteristics of the whole ‘Germanic’ Culture Region, comprising all countries of the German language family (German, Dutch, Scandinavian, and English). It is measured and modelled by Low Power Distance.
· Address and treat your ‘subordinates’ – what a non-word in Austria! - rather as ‘Mitarbeiter’ <co-workers> or ‘colleagues’! Consult with them about their experiences, suggestions and expectations - and honour these! To me, this seems to be more important in Austria than in many other countries. Although there is a German equivalent for the English “subordinate”, it is hardly ever used. ‘Mitarbeiter’ or ‘Kollege’ are the terms used and reflect the prevalent low Power Distance mindset.

· Practice an ‘open door policy’. Also, ‘management by walking around’ or having a coffee together are appropriate approaches in Austria. Where else in Europe could you have more exiting and enjoyable varieties of having a coffee together?

· Delegate! ‘Management by exception’ (only) is another very appropriate management concept.

Strong Uncertainty Avoidance UAI+:

· Expect some scepticism against what or who is new, strange and foreign. “Das geht so nicht! Das haben wir noch nie so gemacht!” „That doesn’t work! We never before did it like that!” Especially, if you come from outside Austria, expect some kind of scepticism or even resistance. “Denn die Österreicher bleiben gerne unter sich.” (Michaela Seiser: Arbeiten im Ausland – Österreich, in: Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 30.12.2006) <because the Austrians prefer to stay among themselves> - And if you come from Germany, thus being a ‘Piefke’, many Austrians may be particularly happy to exercise their dislike of leaders and strangers on you. In the best case this may happen in a teasing manner only. It is an Austrian ‘fun sport’. (see for some examples “Eigentor gegen die Piefkes” <own goal against the Piefkes>, in: Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 21.06.2010) Be aware – and probably raise awareness - that you may fall prey to some kind of ‘big brother’ cliché.
 After all, culture awareness and learning and intercultural bridge-building works best when it comes from both sides.

· Being dour and critical is another ‘fun sport’ in Austria. Stay calm. Avoid polarisation as conflicts can more easily escalate. Feelings can become strong and remain strong, also negative ones. Remain open-minded and open to dialogue.

· I already mentioned a retarding factor regarding open objections against leaders. If fear is strong among your employees (for whatever reason; may your predecessor have created fear?), or if you are new in your leadership position and your employees aren’t sure yet or cautious about your potential reactions, or if you have already proven your competence, they may keep quiet or wait and see. He who openly objects to ideas or actions of a superior can’t entirely anticipate the effects of his criticism. On the one hand, he may earn understanding and agreement, but on the other hand he may trigger an argument and an escalating fight. What then? Well, the boss is still the boss! Uncertainty (!) about the end result – “Will I gain? Will I lose?” – can create fear of an escalation. Thus, Austrians may abstain from objecting too obviously. In fact, in Austria we can observe a tendency to compromise and an emotional need to seek consensus.
Medium Individualism IDV+/-:

· Build and maintain especially friendly and respectful personal relationships with your Austrian employees and business partners. As said, in this regard Austria reminds some of Asia.

Above all and again:

· In addition to the culture as measured and described in the culture dimensions: Reality is complex. How we think, feel and decide, how we act and react, is influenced by the classical triangle: Our general culture programme, our particular individual imprints, and the specific situational context.

Thus, despite the Austrian culture standard of low power orientation there is still room for a variety of experiences if you interact with Austrians.
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