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Information Philosophy 
three Business Cases: The Netherlands and Hungary
Introduction

Information Philosophy makes it possible to map and compare cultures. In this article the Hungarian and Dutch culture will be compared. First a general comparison between the two cultural models will be made and common factors and differences will be described. This cultural comparison is based on the mapping methodology as described in another article named: “Mapping Cultural Communication, an Introduction to Information Philosophy”. After this, three business cases will be analyzed. The first case describes the social role of company cars in Hungary. The second case describes the difficulties one can face if one tries to geographically move a company in Hungary. The third case deals with sending Hungarians for work to The Netherlands. It, because Polish people represent a reference recruitment alternative, also contains a brief comparison between Hungarian and Polish culture. All three business cases analyze the cultural communication background of the problems encountered. Finally for each case Information Philosophy based solutions are proposed.

Practical examples, Disclaimer

Although personal experience so far confirms the theory explained here, much further research has to be done in order to validate the Information Philosophy model and its assumptions. Therefore the practical examples given in the rest of this article have to be interpreted with great care. All answers to the cultural mapping questions in the examples are personal estimates and are not yet validated by empiric research. The examples are not randomly chosen however. There are ample indications that the cultures and situations listed are close to reality.

The Netherlands and Hungary, common horizons and differences

Looking at the Information Philosophy based cultural maps of The Netherlands and mainstream Hungary one can see that both countries share a pole being the emotional pole of rivalry. This means that the concept of people being members of exclusive groups is shared. Emotional communication is restricted, meaning that there is no general open association between people. 

The way the common emotional pole of rivalry is treated is different however. Whereas Dutch people are in general dissatisfied with rivalry and try to move away from it towards individuality; mainstream Hungarians try to reinforce their exclusive group based network by moving towards it. Mainstream Hungarian people are permanently searching for opportunities offered by their network.

Also the dominance is different, whereas in the mainstream Hungarian culture rivalry is dominant, in the Dutch culture it is not. Dutch people are dominantly rational and individualistic. Hungarian people are dominantly emotional and their communication is mainly based on restricted social group interaction.

The result is that Dutch and mainstream Hungarian people possess hardly any common grounds for cultural communication and that cultural misunderstandings rise easily. Not sharing the direction with the common pole means that only subconsciously there is some minimal understanding of each other’s emotional concept. This minimal understanding is based on the hidden balance between force and counterforce to and from the shared pole. Although the counterforce to some extent balances the force, its influence is only important in a long-term perspective related to cultural change. Therefore in daily practice the understanding resulting from the hidden balance between force and counterforce is negligible.

Although there is little understanding, cultural conflicts are not very visible. The origin for this phenomenon can be found in the Hungarian culture. On one side it is relatively opportunistic and non-critical towards external influence with opportunity potential, on the other side it possesses a relatively strong spiritual indecision component which leads to passiveness. The combination of the two characteristics hides conflicts. There is little action or reaction. Not being very outspoken means in practice that it is difficult to bridge cultural conflicts because miscommunication first must be made visible before measures can be taken. Dutch culture does not contribute much either here. Dominantly being very individualistic, the general attitude is to not act as long as people do not bother each other. Potential conflicts are ignored this way. At the moment that people are bothered it is actually very late, often too late.

Hungary has a very split culture however and one cannot ignore the right side opposition that follows a different cultural model than the left mainstream side. Whereas the mainstream left side defends the local existing networked structure of the Hungarian society and balances interests of groups, the opposite side has other ambitions. It wants to open-up Hungary and put it on the international map “again”. The political right wants to play a greater than national role and to connect Hungarian identity with the outside world. The cultural difference between the two sides is the direction in which they travel. The left side travels from religiosity towards rivalry, the right side travels from rivalry towards religiosity. Both use rivalry and spirituality as their poles however and rivalry is also dominant for both. The difference in direction means that whereas the mainstream left is connection driven, the right side is ascension driven. Ascension means here that non-mainstream Hungarians are strongly connected to their Hungarian identity and envision a Hungarian cultural contribution that ascends the group’s interest. They actively establish external relationships with other cultures. But relationships are not open; they are Hungarian identity driven.

In relation with the Dutch culture the Hungarian right has both the rivalry pole and the direction from this pole in common. This means that the Dutch culture shares its internal non-dominant component opposition with the Hungarian political right’s culture. Opposition is for the non-mainstream Hungarian culture an external component. The other way around does the Hungarian non-mainstream culture share its dominant component ascension with the Dutch culture. For the Dutch culture ascension is an external component. Next to these two relationships between internal and external components the Dutch and non-mainstream Hungarian opposition share two further external relationships being fidelity and retreat with each other. Fidelity is a nationalistic component; retreat is an emigration or isolation component here.

Although the relationship between the Hungarian political right and the Dutch culture is closer than between the Hungarian political left and the Dutch culture, the relationship remains overall weak. For the Dutch culture (being very dominantly individuality based) fidelity, retreat and ascension are weak external components. The only common cultural component that remains more influential here is opposition. The fact that the Hungarian political right culture is on an individual level more outspoken and critical in its relationship with the group, contributes to a greater level of understanding here. In the Dutch situation this is a non-dominant internal component however and, as we will see later, expected self-reliance and opposition does not always match, especially if one is not an established member of a group. 

After the general comparison between the two cultures it is time to show some practical consequences; three business cases will be used to illustrate this. The business cases use the mainstream political left Hungarian cultural model as their basis. 

Business case 1: The company car dilemma

A medium sized Dutch production company located in Western Hungary and under full Dutch management faced a very high turnover of employees. The area where the factory is located has many similar companies and for employees it is relatively easy to switch their employer. The Dutch company however pays market conform wages and also working conditions are no better or worse than in other comparable companies in the neighborhood. The only difference is that the company policy does not allow the management to provide company cars to the employees. Employees are expected to use their own private car and receive a kilometer-based fee instead. From a company financial point of view, the kilometer based fee equals the cost of giving company cars to the employees. The company policy is not based on saving money; it is entirely based on the headquarters’ decision to not manage a fleet of cars. In The Netherlands this policy does not cause any serious problems, in Hungary it does however. Although in both countries the employees posses private cars that can be used, the role and status of having a company car is completely different.

In The Netherlands having a company car is part of material self-reliance and is a pure individual matter. Employees mainly calculate what is financially better for them, of course there are some convenience aspects related to this, but in general one can say that using a company car versus using one’s private car is a financial decision. Although cars in The Netherlands, like almost everywhere, are a status symbol; this status is based on showing (in this case property based) self-reliance. It hardly influences social contacts.

In Hungary however having a company car is part of the social structure and it partially determines the group of people one associates with. Since the culture has a strong rivalry component even the type of company car has impact on the social position a person has within the group he or she belongs to. Other than in The Netherlands where people are mainly judged on the basis of their individual characteristics, in Hungary people are dominantly judged on the basis of their social connections. Not having a company car can negatively influence the ability to properly connect in this case. Therefore Hungarians highly value the possession of a company car.

What can one do to solve the problem? 

In this case the only real solution is to adapt to local Hungarian circumstances and provide company cars to the employees.  

Business case 2: Relocating a company

A small Dutch production company located in the Eastern Hungarian countryside under local Hungarian management, but with very strict Dutch supervision, faced difficulties on the topic of the rent to be paid for their premises. The Hungarian owner of the premises wanted to strongly raise the rent. One of the main reasons for raising the rent was jealousy and opportunism in relationship to the rich Dutch company owner who was relatively visible and strictly controlling his Hungarian operation. The rational reaction of the Dutch owner was to terminate the contract, not allowing any “unfair renegotiations”. Almost immediately he found alternative premises for rent only twenty kilometers away and decided to move his company there. Although he offered a good arrangement for traveling, he discovered that none of his employees in the end wanted to move with him. This forced him to close down the operation. After closing down, one of the former Hungarian employees started a repair shop at the old premises. Most people that used to work for the Dutch company started to work for him.

In this case there were two cultural problems. 

The first problem was that the Dutch owner was socially not well enough connected to “his Hungarian network” and was therefore vulnerable to exploitation out of rivalry and opportunism by the social environment. Being insufficiently integrated he remained an outsider. With exception of large multinational companies that on the basis of their economic power and size are able to dictate their company culture to a local environment (which is, by the way, no guarantee for cultural and economic efficiency on a local level), foreign companies must in a dominantly rivalry driven culture fully integrate. Without full integration they cannot defend themselves against opportunism and exploitation. Although the mechanisms differ, it does not matter if the Hungarian social environment is dominantly left or right here. In the mainstream (left) environment the exclusion is (non-)connection driven. In the non-mainstream (right) environment the foreign company is excluded because it is lacking Hungarian identity. Although ascension means to contribute on a higher than exclusive group level, this does not imply any social openness. The “external” contribution is Hungarian identity based. It is organized the Hungarian and not the Dutch/foreign way.

The second problem was that the Dutch company owner completely underestimated the non-mobility of his employees. In The Netherlands people in general move without all too much of a problem if they can get a better position. In the Dutch individualistic environment this is a personal decision based on rational personal gain. This was the approach the Dutch company owner had in mind when he presented the relocation. He did expect some people to stay behind but he expected a majority to move with the company. In Hungary however moving is primarily a network and not an individual decision. Unless forced by economic circumstances, Hungarian people in principle do not want to move away from their social network, even not for twenty kilometers. Social networks are strong and are often based on relationships that exist for decades. Although not impossible this makes it also relatively difficult to connect to a new network, it takes a very long time to reintegrate.

What could have been done to prevent the problems? 

In respect to social integration the following could have been done. In rivalry driven cultures there are two ways to integrate. The first way is to behave and act like a Hungarian. This is difficult not to say impossible to realize for a Dutch foreigner that has culturally almost nothing in common with the Hungarian culture. The second way is to keep a very low profile and hide behind local Hungarian management. This approach is often very successful. The Dutch manager selects one or two well integrated Hungarian people that he trusts and can relate to (this is normally not very difficult because the Hungarians selected are given a clear prosperous opportunity). The selected Hungarians act as the external and internal face of the company but are at the same time strictly managed by the foreign manager. As long as the foreign owner/manager remains invisible (meaning that he does not direct any individuals besides of the one or two people selected!) the company will be considered fully Hungarian. Also internally the Hungarian face structure serves a purpose. The one or two people selected translate the individualistic communication of the Dutch manager to the collective social network based structure needed to communicate within a Hungarian company. The company owner from this business case has meanwhile understood how this works and is currently successfully developing a new project.

In respect to non-mobility the following could have been done. Instead of trying to convince individual people to move to the new company location, a much more collective approach should have been taken. This approach should have been based on loyalty and company culture. Not the individuals but the “company team” should have been relocated. In rivalry dominant cultures it is very important to emphasize teambuilding and create strong loyalty to the company. Teambuilding reduces internal rivalry and can create loyalty both to the organization and to the products the company produces. Employees should socially identify themselves with the company or be proud on their contribution to it. 

Business case 3: Sending Hungarians to work in The Netherlands

After the 1st of May 2007 it became, without the need for a work permit, possible for Hungarian citizens to work in The Netherlands. From then on there have been a number of attempts to recruit and employ Hungarians; so far these projects have not been very successful however. Whereas Dutch employers have positive experience with employing Polish people, they so far in general have negative experience with the Hungarian labor they recruited. The main point is that Hungarians do things the Hungarian way and very frequently complain whereas Polish people, without complaining, just do what they are told and what is expected from them. 

What is the origin of this difference?

People with an emotional cultural dominance who work abroad, all have difficulties to adapt to a situation where their home base is absent. There is however great difference between the two emotional poles here. Whereas in the open association model of collectivity it is relatively easy to make new friends, this is much more difficult for people that originate from a rivalry based restricted communication environment. An example to illustrate the difference. If one puts ten Polish people that do not know each other together and puts a bottle of vodka on the table, someone will immediately open the bottle and serve all. If one does the same with ten Hungarian people (that do not know each other!) nothing will happen. The Hungarians will wait and stare at each other until they have figured out with whom they want to communicate and with whom they do not want to communicate. First after this has been settled they will start drinking with the “friends” they selected. In the situation of working abroad the result is that, being rivalry based, Hungarians restrict their communication and do (unless they create a new exclusive group) not help each other much, whereas Polish people strongly cluster and offer support to each other.

A related aspect has to do with Dutch expectations. People are seen as individuals and not as groups. This means that there is an individual expectation towards people. Since cultural migration takes a lot of time, this Dutch expectation (for people that want to work in The Netherlands) has to be at least temporary fulfilled on the basis of the external relationships of the culture from which the people originate. For people originating from emotionally dominant cultures the external relationship with individuality becomes the basis. Because the Dutch culture is directed towards individuality the external relationship should also be directed towards this pole. Without sharing the direction there is no communication possible. 

Mainstream (political left) Hungarians are because of this Dutch individualistic expectation and because of the lack of emotional support forced into a swift cultural change of their home attitude. They loose the connection with the exclusive group they belong to and cannot short-term reconnect. It means that their balance of force and counterforce in relation to rivalry changes. Ascension starts to dominate connection here. Non-Mainstream (political right) Hungarians already use ascension as their basis and for them there is no cultural change involved. For all Hungarian people the dominant factor becomes ascension and the relationship with (and directed towards) individuality becomes opposition. For the collectivity based Polish people the dominant factor is transcendence and the relationship with (and directed towards) individuality is property. The differences between these two sets of cultural components explain the difference between success and failure in respect to working in and adapting to the Dutch culture.

The Polish main cultural component transcendence is a surrender component towards religiosity. It normally is used to give up the emotional collectivity and exchange if for spiritual oneness. In daily practice this emotionally dominant component leads to acceptance of the working conditions without questioning them much. Besides of this religiously oriented component, the Polish culture also possesses a relatively strong compliance component. People accept orders from their bosses without protesting. The relationship with individuality is property oriented. Polish people are purely money driven and as long as they are normally paid they just work and try to make as much money as possible. If they however become exploited on a level that is perceived to be unfair in their eyes, they become dissident and start to show resistance. Extreme dissidence can theoretically even lead to criminality; people can start to steal what they consider to be their share. In the situation of people working in The Netherlands resistance does not play any role however, people are paid well enough and satisfied with the money they receive. The Dutch Polish cooperation works for both sides. 

The Hungarian main cultural component ascension is a devoutness component towards religiosity. Other than the Polish general surrender attitude it leads to a well-defined cultural contribution to the spiritual total. Although this contribution is not nationalistic or leadership driven, it represents a strong cultural identification. In practice this emotionally dominant component leads to an attitude of doing or contributing things “the Hungarian way”. Fortunately the external “fidelity” relationship towards leadership is not very strong in the Hungarian culture, otherwise competence issues would rise and Hungarian employees would not accept orders from their boss. The relationship with individuality is dominated by a critical opposition attitude towards the group where one is part of or one is forced to connect with. In practice this means that people start to complain about unfulfilled (social) expectations. Being disconnected from their network at home, complaints are directed against the new social environment, which is unable to replace the home situation. In case of The Netherlands being individualistic, Hungarians will complain to anyone in touch with them because they are unable to connect to and criticize any specific exclusive group or identity. The combination of doing things the Hungarian way and a general attitude of complaining creates problems. The Dutch Hungarian cooperation does not work well; both sides are dissatisfied. 

What can be done to prevent or solve the problems? 

Hungarians function very well in teams, especially if the team has been working together over a longer period of time. Being rivalry driven, teams are in general well motivated. If Dutch people want to recruit Hungarians, they better recruit an existing team instead of individuals. In the building construction industry this is a proven solution. Related to this possibility one can also rotate team members, especially if one has the chance to partially outsource the activities to Hungary and can work with two teams. Another solution is to opt for teambuilding measures. In this case one recruits Hungarians in Hungary and first let them work together under local conditions for a while, as soon as the team relationships are clear, the whole team is sent to The Netherlands for projects. A last solution is to try to culturally migrate individual Hungarians and train them to become self-reliant; this is a very long shot however.

Conclusion

Looking at the Information Philosophy based cultural maps of The Netherlands and mainstream Hungary one can see that both countries share a pole, being the emotional pole of rivalry.

The way the common emotional pole of rivalry is treated is different however. Whereas Dutch people are in general dissatisfied with rivalry and move away from it, mainstream Hungarians try to reinforce their exclusive group based network by moving towards it.

Also the dominance is different, whereas in the mainstream Hungarian culture rivalry is dominant, in the Dutch culture it is not. Dutch people are dominantly rational and individualistic.

The result is that Dutch and mainstream Hungarian people posses hardly any common grounds for cultural communication and that cultural misunderstandings easily rise. Three cases illustrate this.

Case 1: Providing company cars. In The Netherlands having a company car is an individual matter. In Hungary having a company car is part of the social structure however and it partially determines the group of people one does associate with. Not providing company cars leads to a high employee turnover here. The result is that in Hungary companies have no other choice than to provide cars.

Case 2: Relocating a company in Hungary. Whereas in The Netherlands relocating is an individual decision based on personal gain, in Hungary it is primarily a social network related decision. Unless forced, Hungarian people in principle do not want to relocate. Identification is important here. Groups relocate, not the individuals. 

Case 3: Hungarians working in The Netherlands. Other than Polish people who surrender and are money driven, Hungarian people do not adapt and keep on working “the Hungarian way”. Out of unfulfilled (social) expectations they are critical and often complain. It is therefore better to recruit existing teams instead of individuals.

Based on mapping cultural communication the article has analyzed the differences between The Netherlands and Hungary. The mapping also shows ways to adapt and develop solutions for bridging cultural gaps. Information Philosophy can be the development guide here.
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Appendix 1, World Map of Information Philosophy, The Netherlands
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Weaker: Fidelity, Retreat, Ascension 

The Netherlands has a dominantly rational culture in which people can directly express what they think. The second (non-dominant) cultural element is that people emotionally belong to small groups. The Dutch type of rationality is individuality based. People are rich enough to not need others much to fulfill their daily basic needs. The Dutch type of emotionality is rivalry based. The groups people are members of do not associate much with each other. The development direction is towards individuality. People are critical and people’s connection with their church or family background has because of their criticism become much weaker over time (a dominance type of cultural change). The balance between (for example religious or political) conviction and self-reliance is dominated by self-reliance. People try to be as independent as possible.

Appendix 2, World Map of Information Philosophy, Hungary Left 
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The political left of Hungary, which is the mainstream culture in Hungary, has a dominantly emotional culture in which people package their “noes” in stories. The second (non-dominant) cultural element is a spiritual meditative component. The Hungarian type of emotion is rivalry based. Hungarians very much live in comparison and are jealous of anyone that does not belong to their group. The meditative component is religiosity oriented but for the political left of Hungary religion is not much institutionalized (they move away from it) and represents more a “one with nature” or “one with all” indecision type of passiveness or patience. The mainstream political left’s cultural development direction is towards emotionality. The balance between connection and ascension is dominated by connection. Mainstream Hungarians are strongly connected to their network and search for opportunities offered by their network here.

Appendix 3, World Map of Information Philosophy, Hungary Right
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Weaker: Oneness, Interdependency, Faith

The political right of Hungary, which is the non-mainstream opposition culture in Hungary, has a dominantly emotional culture in which people package their “noes” in stories. The second (non-dominant) cultural element is a spiritual meditative component. The Hungarian type of emotion is rivalry based. Hungarians very much live in comparison and are jealous of anyone that does not belong to their group. The meditative component is religious belief based and for the political right in Hungary religion is institutionalized. The non-mainstream political right’s cultural development direction is towards spirituality. The balance between connection and ascension is dominated by ascension. Non-mainstream Hungarians are strongly connected to their Hungarian identity and envision a Hungarian cultural contribution to the environment that ascends the group’s local interest.

Appendix 4, World Map of Information Philosophy, Poland
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Poland has a dominantly emotional culture in which people package their “noes” in stories. The second (non-dominant) cultural element is a spiritual meditative component. Cultural development is directed towards spirituality. The Polish type of emotionality is collective; there is a relatively open association with everyone. The balance between socialization and transcendence is dominated by transcendence. Catholicism has a stronger impact than communism here; rituals have a strong institutionalized position in daily life. The personal meditative component is also religious and it is faith based. The Polish model is a harmonious model and is relatively sensitive to external disharmonious influences. This easily leads to cultural migration. Whereas in the communist era compliance to the party rules has been strong and in some periods even dominant, in the current period the role of ownership is growing. This represents a cultural development towards materialism and individualism. It is very likely that the Polish culture will over time migrate to an ownership driven culture because of this. 


