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Abstract

Effective communication within a multicultural society
necessitates an understanding of how people’s values
might vary according to their cultural background
and immigration history. Etic approaches to the study
of culture have indicated that national cultures are
differentiated on the dimension of power-distance.
Power-distance refers to the degree of inequality or
hierarchy that people believe to be appropriate in
societal and organisational authority structures. Recently,
researchers have begun to investigate power-distance at
an individual level. However, psychologists have not yet
investigated systematic variation in power-distance within
multicultural communities. This study examined whether
power-distance varies within Australian society according
to race/ethnicity. Based on previous research, we
hypothesised that systematic variation in power-distance
values would emerge within a university sample surveyed
in Sydney, Australia. Results indicated that participants’
power-distance values varied across ethnic groups, but
did not always correspond with power-distance indices of
participants’ reported racial/ethnic backgrounds, qualified
by length of residence in Australia. The power-distance
variations described in this paper are discussed in terms
of their implications for multicultural communities,
and in particular, the way that people of different ethnic
backgrounds within Australian society comprehend and
evaluate their interactions with authority figures, such as
employers.
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1. CULTURAL VARIATION IN AUSTRALIA:
ETHNICITY, HOST COMMUNITY
RESIDENCE, AND POWER-DISTANCE
VALUES

Effective communication in multinational or multicultural
organisations requires an in-depth understanding of the
ways in which cultural variation in personal characteristics
and values affect people’s interactions with one another,
as well as their perceptions of authorities’ behaviour and
decision making (Chevrier, 2009). Psychologists have
engaged in such in-depth study, documenting the ways
in which value dimensions vary across cultures, as well
as the behavioural consequences of this cross-cultural
variation in value dimensions. In 1980, Hofstede collected
data from over 100,000 participants in 40 countries,
and developed a model that identified four primary
value dimensions on which national cultures may be
differentiated. They were: power-distance, individualism-
collectivism, masculinity-femininity and uncertainty
avoidance (Hofstede, 1980). Subsequent data collected
from 23 countries resulted in the addition of a fifth value
dimension: long-versus short-term orientation (Hofstede,
2001). Although those data may be considered
relatively old, and while some have disputed the
addition of the fifth value dimension (e.g., Fang, 2003),
the comparative standings of cultures on the original
Hofstede variables have remained generally stable for
over twenty years (Hofstede & Peterson, 2000), with a
recent meta-analysis incorporating 598 studies of these
variables (Taras, Kirkman, & Steel, 2010).
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Notably, the definitions of these cultural variables
and relationships between them have grown increasingly
complex with further research. For example, Gelfand,
Triandis and Chan (1996) suggested that individualism
and collectivism were not opposite poles of a continuum.
Using multidimensional scaling, they found that
participants perceived authoritarianism as the opposite of
individualism, whereas collectivism was orthogonal to
individualism. Furthermore, Triandis and Gelfand (1998)
found theoretical and empirical support for the notion that
individualism and collectivism are polythetic constructs,
and can be more precisely defined in terms of horizontal
and vertical individualism and collectivism. In recent
years, the Hofstede (1980) dimensions have generated an
enormous body of literature that has investigated these
variables with increasing specificity.

Complexity is also increasing in the frequency and
kinds of interactions between members of different
cultural groups. Interethnic contact within countries
is rapidly becoming more prevalent, with increasing
migration and information-sharing creating more highly
diverse multicultural societies (Bochner & Hesketh,
1994). Therefore, while Hofstede’s (1980, 2001) cultural
value indices inform us of cross-national variation in
cultural values, the increasing ethnic diversity within
many modern national cultures prompts us to examine
whether cultural beliefs vary systematically within one
such culturally diverse society.

1.1 Cultural Diversity in Australia

The Australian community is linguistically and culturally
diverse, consisting of 105 different ethnic groups (Chan,
1995). The Census of Population and Housing (2011)
found that 31.4% of people in New South Wales reported
being born in more than 200 countries and territories
outside Australia. Over one-quarter of the population of
New South Wales (27.5%) reported speaking a language
other than English at home. Over 250 languages other
than English were spoken in New South Wales homes,
the most common being Arabic (2.7%), Cantonese (2%),
Mandarin (2%), Greek (1.3%) and Vietnamese (1.3%).
This study investigated whether this ethnic diversity in
the Australian community reflects systematic variation in
cultural values within Australia.

1.2 Power-distance Variation Within Cultures

Power-distance has emerged as an individual difference
dimension that tends to vary both within and across
cultures (Hofstede, 1980; 2001). Power-distance values
reflect beliefs about the appropriate power relationship
between authorities and their subordinates. People who
are high on power-distance believe that societies and
organisations function better when there is a more clearly
defined, hierarchical structure of power, whereas people
who are low on power-distance believe that there should
be a more consultative relationship between authorities
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and those they seek to govern or manage. Since power-
distance is one cultural dimension that provides standards
for “perceiving, believing, evaluating, communicating
and acting” (Triandis, 1996, p.408), variation in power-
distance values within a single society may have important
implications for the way in which citizens perceive
and interact with each other, and, in particular, in the
behaviours and attitudes that citizens construe and expect
from authority figures, such as police and employers.

Research has established that high and low power-
distance people have quite different expectations about
the behaviours of authority figures. For example, voice,
or process control, refers to the level of input that people
have in decision-making procedures (such as hiring,
performance review, or layoff procedures). Voice has
strong effects on people’s perceptions of procedural
justice (Thibaut & Walker, 1975; 1978), which in turn
has important consequences for their satisfaction with
the outcomes they receive from those decision making
procedures, and their beliefs about the authority figures
who enact those decision making procedures (specifically,
the perceived legitimacy of those authority figures, their
willingness to comply with the instructions of those
authority figures in future, and their willingness to co-
operate with those authority figures in future; Sunshine
& Tyler, 2003). The relational model of authority (Lind
& Tyler, 1988; Tyler & Lind, 1992) postulates that
individuals value voice (and other signals of respect)
by group members and authority figures, because
voice allows individuals to draw inferences about their
standing in the social group, and signals of secure group
membership engender feelings of self-worth in the
individual. However, power-distance moderates these
effects: Voice has weaker effects on procedural justice
judgments among high power-distance people than
among low power-distance people (Tyler, Lind, & Huo,
2000). Due to their different beliefs about appropriate
power structures within society, high and low power
distance people differ in their beliefs about the cues to
respectful treatment that they expect to receive from
authority figures. Low power-distance people expect to
be allowed voice, or to be consulted in decision-making
procedures, and therefore perceive disrespect when they
are not consulted. However, high power-distance people,
who expect that authorities will make fair decisions
unilaterally, do not expect consultation and voice, and
therefore do not perceive disrespect when the opportunity
for voice is not extended to them.

Power-distance, therefore, has important implications
for the governance and management of members of
multicultural communities. As noted by Hugq, Tyler,
and Schulhofer (2011), members of some ethnic groups
might perceive a particular interaction with an authority
figure as fair and satisfactory, whereas a member of a
different ethnic group perceives the same interaction
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quite differently, in accordance with their different power-
distance values and expectations of authorities’ behaviour.
In this way, ethnicity and culture can be seen to mediate
individual, attitudinal outcomes of a social interaction.

While past studies have often used value scores
to identify the characteristics of entire cultures (e.g.,
Loh, Rastubog, & Zagenczyk, 2010; Triandis, 1989),
researchers have also recognised that value orientations
can reflect the characteristics of individuals (Betancourt
& Lopez, 1993). Although Hofstede originally intended
the variables to be applied at the level of nations, not
individuals (Hofstede, 1980), a recent review documented
87 individual-level studies using Hofstede’s variables
(Kirkman, Lowe, & Gibson, 2006). Organisational and
social psychologists in particular have begun to use
the Hofstede (1980) variables as individual difference
variables, and have found that measures of power-distance
at an individual level are significant predictors of social
behaviours, such as responses to conflict resolution
procedures (e.g., Earley, 1993; Tyler, Lind & Huo,
2000), reactions to transformational leaders (Kirkman
et al., 2009), and perceived organisational support in the
workplace (Farh, Hackett, & Liang, 2007). In fact, Farh et
al. (2007) suggest that researchers should measure cultural
values (and power-distance specifically) at the individual
level of analysis, and Kirkman et al. (2009) suggest
that individual-level cultural variables offer a better
assessment of culture than do societal-level measures.
Such a psychological analysis is more sensitive to the
behaviour of particular people than are analyses that treat
all of the people at a single site as the same (Tyler et al.,
2000).

1.3 Power-Distance: Systematic Variation Within
Cultures?

While many researchers have found cross-cultural
variation in power-distance as well as power-distance
variation within cultural groups (e.g., Tyler et al., 2000),
few researchers have attempted to integrate these findings
to determine whether power-distance variation within
sites is systematic. Hofstede (2001) noted that power-
distance is, to a considerable extent, societally determined.
However, in a multicultural society such as Australia, in
which young people are exposed to a range of values and
norms, power-distance beliefs are likely to be influenced
by many different societal sources.

1.4 Socialisation

A considerable body of research has addressed the ways
in which personal values, beliefs and attitudes may be
shaped by normative social and environmental pressures
(e.g., Bandura, 1986; Festinger, 1954). In an early theory
of socialisation, Festinger (1954) proposed that humans
have an innate desire to evaluate their own opinions
and abilities, and in the absence of objective means to
undertake this self-evaluation, rely extensively upon social
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comparison processes regarding the opinions and values
of others. This theory of normative social-comparison
processes gained early support in a range of studies
demonstrating that members of a given group show
significant tendencies towards altering vs. solidifying
privately formed opinions and judgements based on data
about consensus group opinions or ability (e.g., Dreyer,
1953; Festinger, Gerard et al., 1952).

Expanding upon this early work, Bandura (1986)
described a social-cognitive theory of learning, which
proposed that most human behaviours are learned through
modelling the observed behaviour of others. In this way,
“people can learn approximately what to do through
modelling before they perform any behaviour, [and]
they are spared the costs and pain of any faulty effort”
(Bandura, 1986, p.47). A key predictor of the types of
behaviours which will be imitated are the observed
consequences, and individuals are therefore particularly
likely to model behaviours that have been observed to
lead to positive reinforcement, or that are otherwise
socially adaptive. Bandura noted that this type of social
learning may take many forms, including, “new behaviour
patterns, judgmental standards, cognitive competencies,
and generative rules for creating behaviours” (1986,
p.49). Bandura (1986) noted that several studies have
documented the role of social observation in the formation
of individual values, attitudes and behaviours.

In a similar vein, Guerra et al. (1995) suggested that
normative beliefs, such as power-distance, are formed
through a process of evaluative socialisation, in which
individuals evaluate information about socially approved
or prohibited behaviours. This evaluative process
is influenced by individual differences in values or
identification with different groups.

Together, these perspectives on socialisation suggest
that power-distance will display trends across cultures
or nations, with individual variation within cultures
or nations. Further, in light of the considerable effects
of socialisation upon attitudes and values, individuals
emigrating from their country of origin may reasonably
be expected to undergo a degree of social adjustment
in line with the prevailing socio-cultural norms of their
adopted countries, but moderated by the socio-cultural
norms of their culture of origin. The current study
therefore investigates the way in which minority groups
in a multicultural Australian society have integrated and
adopted Australian socio-cultural norms in construction of
their social identity.

1.5 The Present Study

This study investigated the relationship between power-
distance and minority group membership within the
context of an Australian multicultural community.
Some previous research has examined variation in other
culturally-relevant behaviours and attitudes between
different ethnic groups, and has inferred systematic
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variation in underlying cultural values within Australia
(Bochner & Hesketh, 1994). This study extended this
line of research by specifically and directly investigating
variation in power-distance scores between different
ethnic groups within Australia. Furthermore, whilst some
previous studies have examined power-distance variables
at an individual level, the present study extended earlier
findings on power-distance variation by examining
whether power-distance (measured at the individual
level) varies systematically according to minority group
membership, and also by examining whether power-
distance variations may be influenced by the socialising
influences of an individual’s home culture, as well as
Australian culture.

Based on the foregoing research review, we
hypothesised that power-distance variation would exist
within the sample surveyed, and that this variation would
correspond to cross-national variation on Hofstede’s
(1980, 2001) power-distance index. That is, participants
self-reporting ethnicity consistent with a nationality high
on Hofstede’s (1980, 2001) power-distance index (e.g.,
Chinese/China) would display higher power-distance
scores, on average, than those displayed by participants
self-reporting ethnicity consistent with a nationality low
on Hofstede’s (1980, 2001) power-distance index (e.g.,
Australian/Australia). Furthermore, consistent with the
evaluative socialisation mechanism proposed by Guerra
et al. (1995), we hypothesised that acculturation factors,
such as period of residence in Australia, would affect
power-distance scores of minority groups; the longer the
participants’ period of residence in Australia, the lower
their power-distance scores would become.

2. METHOD

2.1 Design

Survey data were collected over three years, across three
cohorts of participants, in March, 2003, March, 2004, and
March, 2005, respectively. Demographic characteristics
(e.g. age, gender, and race/ethnicity) were measured.
Power-distance was measured using the power-distance
scale developed by Tyler et al. (2000). Self-reported race/
ethnicity in this analysis was a grouping variable, used to
determine whether power-distance differed across racial/
ethnic categories.

2.2 Participants

Participants were psychology students from a university
in Sydney, Australia, who received course credit for their
participation. Surveys were distributed to all students in
the first year of the undergraduate psychology course. A
total of 1,296 students provided survey responses across
the three cohorts. Of these, 876 (67.6%) were female,
386 (29.8%) were male, and 34 (2.6%) participants failed
to report their gender. The mean age of the total sample
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was 19.86 years (SD = 4.48), with ages ranging from 16
to 59 years. The response rate was 65.37% for cohort
one, 62.96% for cohort two, 49.52% for cohort three, and
59.31% overall.

2.3 Materials

Participants responded to a paper survey that measured
two categories of dependent variables: (a) demographic
characteristics, and (b) power-distance.

2.3.1 Demographic Characteristics

Participants provided open-ended answers regarding age,
country of birth, self-reported race/ethnicity, the length
of time that the participant had resided in Australia, and
parental race/ethnicity. Participants designated their
gender.

2.3.2 Power-Distance

The power-distance scale used in this study was developed
by Tyler et al. (2000), and consisted of four items adapted
from Hofstede’s (1980) international work survey and two
items (on social power and authority) from the Schwartz
(1992) value survey. A factor analysis conducted by Tyler
et al. (2000) indicated that the six items formed a single
factor (a = 0.66). While the internal reliability of the
scale was low (Lind, personal communication, March
4, 2003), the reliability of this scale exceeded that of the
scales used in subsequent studies by Tyler et al. (2000).
Therefore, the present study adopted this power-distance
scale, and statistical analyses were conducted to monitor
its reliability.

2.4 Procedure

A written questionnaire, distributed as a take-home
instrument to be completed within a 2-3 week period,
was administered in 2003 and 2004. In 2005, the survey
was administered online. Conversion to an online format
may have decreased the response rate for 2005 (49.52%)
compared to 2003 (65.37%) and 2004 (62.96%)).

3. RESULTS

3.1 Demographic Characteristics

3.1.1 Race/Ethnicity

In response to the open-ended question on race/
ethnicity, participants identified 126 different racial/
ethnic categories. The most commonly cited categories
were Australian (20.3%), Caucasian (20.3%), Chinese
(19%), Asian (6.9%), Indian (2.3%) and Korean (2.2%;
Sivasubramaniam & Goodman-Delahunty, 2008).

3.1.2 Country of Birth

In total, respondents in this sample listed 67 different
countries of birth. By far, the most common was Australia

(58.2%), and sizeable groups were born in Hong Kong
(10.4%), China (5.4%), Singapore (2.2%), Malaysia
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(2.2%) and South Africa (2%; Sivasubramaniam &
Goodman-Delahunty, 2008).

3.2 Power-Distance

3.2.1 Power-Distance Across the Sample
Power-distance was normally distributed across the total
sample. Internal consistency of the power-distance scale
was moderate, with a Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of 0.59.
To test whether power-distance varied systematically
across ethnic groups, scores for the four largest national
self-identified groups in this study were included in
analyses, namely: Australian, Chinese, Indian and Korean.
(Caucasian and Asian groups were excluded, as these are
racial, not national markers.)

The mean age of participants in these four categories
was 19.55 (SD = 3.85), with no differences in age across
the four groups (F (3,542) =2.02, p = 0.11). Overall, there
were higher proportions of males in the Korean (39.3%)
and Chinese (33.5%) groups in this sample than there
were among the Australian (22.7%) and Indian (22.2%)
groups (* (3, n=1544)=9.28, p=0.03).

3.2.2 Period of Residence in Australia for Racial/
Ethnic Groups

Reflecting a large international student population in this
particular sample, 44.4% of participants born outside
Australia had lived in Australia for five years or less. A
one-way between-groups ANOVA revealed a significant
difference in period of residence in Australia across the
four categories (F (3, 546) = 151.29, p < 0.001). Post-
hoc comparisons using the Tukey HSD test indicated that
the Australian group (M = 19.39, SD = 5.01), on average,
had resided in Australia for significantly more years than
the Korean (M = 13.6, SD = 6.15), Indian (M = 12.39,
SD = 6.32) and Chinese (M = 8.07, SD = 6.68) groups.
The Korean and Indian groups had, on average, resided
in Australia significantly longer than the Chinese group.
There was no significant difference in the average number
of years that the Korean and Indian groups had lived in
Australia.

3.2.3 Race/Ethnicity and Power-Distance

According to Hofstede (2001), power-distance indices
for these four countries follow this order (from lowest to
highest): (a) Australia; (b) Korea; (c) India; (d) China. Due
to differences across the four ethnic groups in period of
residence in Australia, a one-way between groups analysis
of covariance (ANCOVA) was conducted to test whether
the Hofstede (1980, 2001) power-distance rankings
accounted for current variation in individuals’ power-
distance scores, while controlling for period of residence
in Australia. Given the unequal group sizes in this sample,
preliminary checks were conducted to ensure that there
were no violations of the assumption of homogeneity of
variance (p = 0.05). Even after controlling for period of
residence in Australia, there was a significant effect of
race/ethnicity on power-distance scores across these four
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racial/ethnic categories in this sample (F (3, 524) = 12.81,
p < 0.01, partial eta squared = 0.07), with the Australian
(M =2.89, SD = 0.90) and Indian (M = 2.52, SD = 1.16)
groups displaying lower power-distance scores than the
Chinese (M = 3.35, SD = 0.90) and Korean (M = 3.65;
SD = 1.02) groups. Period of residence in Australia also
significantly affected power-distance scores F (1, 524) =
11.03, p <0.01, partial eta squared = 0.02.

3.2.4 Period of Residence in Australia and Power-
Distance Values

The relationship between power-distance and period
of residence in Australia was investigated among the
different ethnic groups, using the Spearman Rank Order
correlation coefficient (since period of residence in
Australia was non-normally distributed among participants
born outside Australia). Among Chinese (r = -0.14, n
= 231, p < 0.05) and Australian (r = -0.22, n = 243, p <
0.05) participants, there was a small, significant, negative
correlation between years of residence in Australia and
power-distance, but for the Korean group there was
no significant correlation between these variables (r =
-0.21, n = 28, p = 0.28), and for Indian participants this
correlation was significant in the opposite direction,
with power-distance increasing as the number of years in
Australia increased (r = 0.38, n =27, p = 0.049).

4. DISCUSSION

4.1 Ethnic Diversity in the Sample

Participants reported 67 different countries of birth, and
membership of 126 racial/ethnic groups, indicating that
the sample reflected the considerable ethnic diversity in
the Australian community. However, it is important to
note that the responses of participants regarding their race/
ethnicity did not comprise solely a racial categorisation,
but also a social categorisation. The elicitation of free-
responses regarding race/ethnicity of participants was
deliberate, as it had implications for social identity. Social
identity theory purports that self-identification consists of
multiple levels, and the categories with which any person
identifies might vary across social contexts (Hogg &
Abrams, 1993). Participants’ descriptions of their ethnic
identity may therefore not only reflect racial variation
in the sample, but also variation in levels of social
identification with the majority culture. For example, as
indicated by the significant negative correlation between
time spent in Australia and power-distance values among
participants describing themselves as “Australian”, living
in Australia might cause some participants to make an
“Australian” categorisation a more important part of
their social identity, and thus adopt Australian cultural
beliefs (e.g., lower power-distance), as well as describing
themselves as “Australian” rather than as a member of
their original culture.
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4.2 Power-Distance

Even after controlling for period of residence in Australia,
Hofstede’s (1980, 2001) power-distance rankings
significantly predicted current power-distance scores.
For some ethnic groups, power-distance variations were
consistent with expectations derived from Hofstede’s
(1980, 2001) power-distance index rankings. The power-
distance scores of Chinese participants in the sample
were higher than those of Australian participants, and
the power-distance scores of Chinese and Australian
respondents tended to decrease with longer periods of
residence in Australia. This negative correlation between
period of residence in Australia and power-distance scores
may represent socialisation into the dominant low power-
distance culture over time for Chinese and Australian
participants.

However, the relative power-distance standings of
the Korean and Indian groups did not vary as expected,
and the number of years in Australia did not reconcile
discrepancies between actual and expected power-
distance rankings of the Korean and Indian groups.
Findings regarding these two groups should be interpreted
with extreme caution, as these groups were considerably
smaller than the Chinese and Australian groups. However,
the association between power-distance and time in
Australia among Indian participants was strong enough
to produce a significant positive correlation. If the
discrepancies in this study do reflect a real difference
between the Korean and Indian groups and the Australian
and Chinese groups in power-distance values and
their relationship to time spent in Australia, then these
discrepancies raise two important questions.

First, the power-distance rankings of ethnic groups
within Australia suggested that the values of people who
migrated to this low power-distance society differed
from those who remained in their culture of origin.
While the power-distance values of individuals in the
culture of origin may tend towards a particular position
in Hofstede’s (2001) rankings, the mean power-distance
scores of the Korean and Indian groups in this sample,
in conjunction with the correlations between period of
residence in Australia and power-distance scores among
these two groups, indicated that Korean immigrants
in Australia were higher on power-distance than were
Korean residents of Korea, and that Indian immigrants in
Australia were lower on power-distance than were Indian
residents of India.

Second, these data indicated differential effects of
exposure to Australian culture on power-distance values
across different ethnic groups. It appeared that the Indian
group was resisting or reacting against this aspect of
socialisation into the new dominant culture, whereas
the Chinese participants were approaching Australian
participants over time in their power-distance beliefs.
While it is well established that migrants may adapt to
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the host culture in a number of ways (e.g., assimilation,
acculturation, fusion, alternation and multiculturalism;
LaFromboise, Coleman, & Gerton, 1993), these data
suggested that there was systematic variation in the
acculturation paths taken by different ethnic groups in
Australia, with respect to their power-distance values.
These findings warrant further investigation, as they imply
that etic approaches to culture, comprising systematic
investigation of general cultural values such as power-
distance, may be qualified by emic considerations, such
as the responses of specific ethnic groups to particular
aspects of the acculturation process.

4.3 Implications of Findings for Cross-Cultural
Research

The Hofstede (1980) variables were originally designed
to assess cross-cultural variation in value orientations,
and have been used extensively in cross-cultural research
(e.g., Loh et al., 2010; Hugq et al., 2011). They have also
been widely extended to studies of individual variation
within cultures (e.g. Earley, 1993; Tyler, Lind, & Huo,
2000; Farh et al., 2007; Kirkman et al., 2009). However,
this is the first known study to examine the variation on
the Hofstede variables on both a cross- and within-cultural
level. The findings of this study indicated that the effect of
culture on the individual was, to some extent, systematic.
It appeared that home culture/ethnicity shapes starting
points for value dimensions (such as power-distance),
and may also contribute to patterns of acculturation
and adaptation to a host culture. The current findings
regarding systematic variation across and within cultures
would urge a reconsideration of the empirical approach to
the Hofstede variables, and a potential fusion of the cross-
and intra-cultural perspectives that have heretofore been
characterised by their fragmentation.

4.4 Limitations and Future Directions

A cautionary note is appropriate regarding statistical
limitations in some analyses conducted in this study. Due
to the non-normal distribution of the number of years
participants had resided in Australia, the correlation
between years resident in Australia and power-distance
values had to be calculated using Spearman’s rho, rather
than Pearson’s r. The use of the Spearman’s rho analysis
presented two limitations. First, it was not possible to
calculate a partial correlation to control for a third variable
in the correlation analyses. While power-distance was
found to decrease with longer periods of residence for
Australian participants, period of residence among this
group was confounded with age, but it was not possible
to establish whether the relationship between years
of residence in Australian culture and power-distance
remained significant when controlling for age. Similarly,
other demographic differences between the groups could
impact the correlations reported. Second, with Spearman’s
rho, it was not possible to test whether the differences
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between correlation coefficients across the four ethnic
groups were significant. The correlations between years
of residence in Australia and power-distance may be
statistically significant in some groups and non-significant
in others due to differences in the size of the groups.
In particular, findings regarding the Indian and Korean
participants in this sample should be interpreted in light
of the small size of the groups (relative to Australian and
Chinese participants in this sample); while our findings
could reflect a way that Indian people in Australia
differentiate themselves from the dominant culture, this
finding may also reflect biases in a small sample.

Thus, the findings regarding differences between
groups in acculturation patterns over time should be
interpreted with caution, as we are unable to establish
statistically whether these differences are due to period of
residence in Australia, or whether the differences across
groups in acculturation patterns are significant in this
sample. In light of these statistical limitations, the findings
regarding differences between groups in acculturation
patters should be viewed as interesting but preliminary
results, and future research should pursue these findings
with a more targeted sample of particular ethnic groups,
such as Indian people in Australia.

A cautionary note is also appropriate regarding what
Hofstede termed “the ecological fallacy”: statements
about individuals should not be confused with statements
about societies. Hofstede (2001) noted that power-distance
was, to a considerable extent, societally determined, but
recognised that, since his analysis measured and reported
on the characteristics of social systems, individual subjects
would exhibit a pattern of within-country variation around
the central tendency that constitutes their power-distance
country index. However, this does not automatically lead
to the assumption that, when participants from particular
countries are tested individually on power-distance, the
variations in their scores will average around the central
tendency of their country index (Bochner & Hesketh,
1994). Hofstede’s caution on this point is directly
pertinent to our finding that the values of people who
migrated (either permanently or temporarily) to a low
power-distance society differed from those who remained
in their culture of origin. Emigration may constitute a
type of attrition, where some members of a culture with
particular constellations of cultural values inconsistent
with their culture of origin are more likely to move away
from that cultural environment.

Along this line, it is also important to consider the
reasons that people have moved away from the culture
of origin. One possibility is that the particular sample
surveyed in the study limited the generalisability of
our findings, because intent to move to Australia and
stay in Australia may affect the level of acculturation in
which people engage. In this study, we did not measure
participants’ reasons for their initial move to Australia,
or their intentions to stay in Australia beyond the
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duration of university study, so we could not test whether
intention to move to/remain in the host culture moderated
acculturation patterns in this sample. Future research
should test whether intention to move to/remain in the
host culture affects adoption of the host culture’s power-
distance values and other acculturation behaviour across
different ethnic groups.

While we deliberately elicited free responses from
participants on the question of race/ethnicity, this open
response format posed particular issues. As noted earlier,
the responses of participants regarding their race/ethnicity
did not comprise solely a racial categorisation, but also
a social categorisation. However, in this study, we did
not examine the extent to which respondents considered
their racial or ethnic background as relevant to their
social identity, either in an absolute sense or relative to
their self-identification as a member of a particular ethnic
group. It is possible that those participants who were
not Australian-born but identified more strongly with
Australian culture may have power-distance beliefs more
similar to Australians, and less similar to individuals from
their respective countries of origin. Furthermore, these
participants may or may not have chosen to identify in this
study as “Australian”. Future research should investigate
specific factors that lead people to select particular racial/
ethnic descriptor categories, and could also investigate
whether power-distance and other cultural values are
moderated by social identification with the host culture
within particular ethnic groups.

The study was also limited in only including university
students, with a similar educational and age profile, a
sample which was not representative of the community
at large, and which is also inconsistent with the sample
of working adults originally studied by Hofstede (1980).
However, this sample was chosen because it offers very
wide variation in the cultural backgrounds and Australian
residency patterns of participants. High variance in
these sample characteristics is essential to test the
fundamental research questions explored in this paper:
the variation of cultural value dimensions within a single
site. The findings regarding these fundamental research
questions have important implications for cross-cultural
communication within a society or nation, and provide
a basis for extrapolating these results to inform cross-
cultural management and governance practices. External
validity of the results could be further established by
replicating these effects in more specific organisational
or governance contexts (e.g., exploring cultural variation
in value dimensions within a single site of a diverse
company). The cultural diversity of this undergraduate
sample in the current study suggests that it is an
appropriate forum for studying cultural variation within
a single national site, and also suggests that recent
criticisms of undergraduate participants as homogenous
and WEIRD (Western, Educated, Industrialized, Rich
and Democratic; Henrich, Heine & Norenzayan, 2010)
may need to be tempered by acknowledging the growing
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cultural diversity of contemporary undergraduate
psychology populations in Western countries.

The original power-distance measure developed by
Hofstede (1980; 2001) was administered to over 100,000
participants in 63 countries. The ecological fallacy
remains an issue in the absence of the administration
of the original Hofstede (1980; 2001) batteries to all
respondents (Bochner & Hesketh, 1994), and Fisher
(2009) outlined the many challenges in measuring
cultural variables at the individual level, primarily due
to the assumption that individual-level and cultural-
level dimensions are isomorphic. However, the scale
that we used in this study was adapted for individual
measurement by Tyler, Lind and Huo (2000), who
combined items from Hofstede’s original (1980) measure
with those from a values survey by Schwartz (1992). In
their study, data from 774 participants indicated that the
six items on the new scale formed a single factor, and
power-distance values measured according to the new
scale varied as expected according to Hofstede’s (1980)
national power-distance indices. The power-distance
scale used by Tyler et al. (2000) predicted individuals’
responses to treatment by authority figures. Our findings
using this scale revealed variation in individuals’ power-
distance scores that corresponded with participants’ self-
reported racial/ethnic affiliation. If power-distance does,
in fact, predict such socially important behaviour, it is
important to determine the exact nature of its variation
within a single national site, and to address the questions
raised aboveregarding power-distance values and their
development among specific ethnic groups.

5. CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS

Criticism has been levelled at simplistic notions of
cultures as discrete units or the unspoken assumption that
“culture” maps unproblematically onto a geographical
territory (Gupta & Ferguson, 1992). This is a problematic
assumption because of regional variation, urban-rural
differences, hybrid identities, and migration, including
seasonal or temporary migration. Hofstede cautioned that
there was likely to be significant diversity within nations
(Hofstede, 1980), and that the nation and culture were
not isomorphic: “the nation becomes a surrogate for more
suitable units” (Hofstede, 1998, p.18). Hybrid identities,
virtual identities, and migration all confound static and
all-encompassing views of culture (Lee, 2010). Migration
studies document patterns of temporary migration, and
in-between states of residence such as the phenomenon
of satellite and astronaut families, particularly within the
internationally mobile, modern workforce. These suggest
that culture is less attached to territory. In place of static
analyses of all-encompassing “cultures”, where culture
is a set of rules to be adhered to, theories of culture
have moved towards viewing culture as more fluid, and
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composed of both beliefs and practice (Bourdieu, 1977).

The findings of this study indicated systematic
variation in power-distance across different ethnic groups
within a single multicultural society. These data regarding
cultural values may have important implications for
the way in which members of those groups perceive
and interact with each other and with authority figures
in the host culture, such as employers and lawmakers.
Developing our understanding of variation in power-
distance and other cross-cultural variables in future
would improve our ability to communicate effectively
in the governance and management of multi-cultural
communities and companies.
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