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First-Gens 

(e.g., Bowen, Kurzweil, & Tobin, 2005; Johnson, Richeson, & Finkel, 2011; Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniak, & Terenzini, 2004; Ostrove & Long, 2007; 

Pittman & Richmond, 2007; Terenzini, et al., 1996) 

• 18% of Stanford students 

• 30% of U.S. freshmen 

• Interact less with professors 

• Make fewer friends 

• Get lower grades 

• Drop out at higher rates 

 

 



 

 

Why don’t universities 

function well for first-gen 

students? 
 



A culture clash between 
independence & 

interdependence, 

which drives dysfunction in many 

other organizations 
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xNzXze5Yza8 
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YygRiD7WOkQ 
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Independence + Interdependence = 

CONFLICT 
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Today We Will Show 

• How the clash of independence and 

interdependence drives conflicts 

across economic divides 

• How to manage tensions between 

independence and interdependence to 

improve organizational functioning 



Middle-class cultures, including 

universities, emphasize 

independence 

 

 

 

Working-class cultures, including 

those of many first-gen 

students, emphasize 

interdependence 

vs. 



What Is Culture? 

 The ideas, institutions, and interactions  

that guide the thoughts, feelings, and 

actions  

of individuals 



Ideas  

What is good, 

natural, self? 

Individuals’ 

thoughts, 

feelings, actions, 

identities 

Institutions like 

gov’ts schools, 

churches 
Interactions with 

norms, artifacts, 

narratives 

The Culture Cycle 
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Working-Class Institutions 

•   Jobs require less choice and control 

•   Military teaches soldiers to fit in, 

observe    

    hierarchy, and follow traditions 

• Religious organizations stress 

accepting doctrine, coping with 

adversity, following ritual, and 

contributing to the community 
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Working-Class Interactions 

• Earn less $ 

• Rely more on family and friend 

networks 

• Move less 

• Get to make fewer choices, 

between  less attractive options 

• Face more negative consequences     

   for bad choices 

• Consume media with more     

 interdependent themes 



Interactions 
 

 

Middle Class prefers ROCK > COUNTRY 

 

Working Class prefers COUNTRY > ROCK 

 

 

 

 

 



Interactions 
Rock songs emphasize choice, control, 

and freedom  
 
“If you choose not to decide you still 
have made a choice.” –Rush 

 
Country songs emphasize coping, self-
control, and personal integrity 
 

“Now I’m living and dying with the 
choices I’ve made.” –George Jones 
 

Conner Snibbe & Markus, 2005, JPSP 



How Can Universities Work Better 

for First-Generation Students? 

 

Use more interdependence 

throughout the culture cycle 
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Institutions 

Interactions 

Coordinated, Multilevel Disruptions 

Individual
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Independent college frame:  

“I am delighted that you have decided to attend 

Stanford university and that you think Stanford is 

the right place for you.” 
 

“For the next few years you will have many 

opportunities to explore new areas and to learn 

from our superb faculty and from your own 

personal exploration and individual experiences 

as a student.” 



Interdependent college frame:   
“I am delighted that you and your family have 

decided that you should attend Stanford University 

and that Stanford is the right place for you.” 
 
“For the next few years, together with the 

Stanford community, you will have many 

opportunities to explore new areas and to learn 

from your experiences and interactions with your 

peers.” 



Anagram Task 
 

 

lasting     ____salting____  

 

swing      _____wings____ 
 

 

(Stephens, Fryberg, Markus, Johnson, & Covarrubias, 2012) 



# Correct Anagrams 

* 

F(1, 82) = 4.7, p < .05 
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% Increase in Cortisol 

F (1, 41) = 4.4, p < .05 Stephens, Townsend, Markus, & Phillips, 

2012, JESP 
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(Heinrich, Heine, & Norenzayan, 2010) 



Another term for  

“Global South” 

 

 

The Majority World 



WEIRD 

World 

Majority 

World 

vs. 



vs. 

You’re 

corrupt, 

inefficient, 

and immoral 

You’re selfish, 

cold, and 

immoral 



WEIRD World culture cycles 

emphasize independence 

 

 

 

 

Majority World culture cycles 

emphasize interdependence 

vs. 



Wasta 

• “Who you know” 

• Family organizations dominate 

business, politics, and religion 



Nepotism or 

Networking? 



NETWORKING 
 

Individuals’ attempts 

to develop and 

maintain 

relationships that 

may assist them in 

their work 
 

 

NEPOTISM 
 

“Undue preference” 

for close others in 

hiring  and 

promotion decisions 
 

 





 

Would you ask your friend to arrange an 

internship for your sibling without an 

interview? 

 

 

 

  



Would you ask your friend to 

get your sibling an internship? 
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“I would do it because I am not selfish” 
--Turkish respondent 

 



“Theirs is a world in which the defining feature 

of a man is that he has formed a web of 

indebtedness, a network of obligations that 

prove his capacity to maneuver in a world of 

relentless uncertainty.…Failure to service such 

attachments is thus regarded as not only stupid, 

but corrupt.” 

 

        

     (Rosen, 2010) 

 



Community or Corruption? 



Ghanaian Entrepreneur 

“We have an extended family system where almost 

everybody in the community are related to somebody, 

where so much respect [is given] to chiefs and elders. 

We have a case in our company where a security 

man stole a fridge. He was caught red-handed, and 

then handed over to the police to take it from there…. 

They told the chief about it. The chief came to us and 

told us to forget about it.”  



“The problem that Americans are having 

in Africa is that they want to do it like 

America. It doesn’t work that way.” 

 



How To Make Majority World 

Institutions More Functional?  

 

Use more interdependence  

at every level of the culture cycle 





A Tale of 2 Spinning Mills 

AWESOME MILL WINNING MILL 

Revenue  
(Aug-Apr 2015) 

$13.5 M $4.6 M 

# Employees 

 
1100 1000 

Innovation 

Awards 
15 0 



Awesome Workers Have 

Greater Efficacy and 

Belonging 
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Awesome Managers Endorse 

More Interdependent Style 
Items for which Awesome > Winsome &  

that correlate with interdependence: 

I talk with employees about their families and 

homes 
 

I tell my employees about my struggles and 

mistakes 
 

I try to get to know each employee 
 

When a problem arises, I encourage employees 

to explore possible causes 

 

 

 



Managers at many Indian mills do not view 

workers as ingroup members, and therefore 

do not treat them interdependently 

The Problem 



The Solution: Interdependent 

Management Training 

• Individual: Module presenting evidence 

that treating workers warmly and 

respectfully actually improves worker 

productivity and innovation 

• Interaction: Structured design challenges 

that pairs managers and workers to solve 

workplaces problem together 

• Institution: Policy and personnel changes 

to support greater collaboration 

 





In Case of Dysfunction 

• Don’t assume people are corrupt or 

immoral 

• Instead, assume you are experiencing a 

culture clash 

• Apply interdependence throughout the 

culture cycle 



THANK YOU! 

hmarkus@stanford.edu 

alacon@stanford.edu 

www.cultureclashes.org 

@Culture_Clashes 


