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Focus on Skills 6.2
Considering Power Distance:  
Planning a University President’s Office 
You have been appointed to be the student body representative to the advisory committee planning the new 
campus administration building at your university in the United States. At an early meeting, the architects 
present a preliminary floor plan for committee comment. One of the faculty members comments on the 
university president’s suite. It is large and prominent. There is even special security just for the president’s 
office. One faculty member says it’s bad enough that the president has a university car and driver and never 
goes anywhere without a vice president at his side to take care of his personal needs. The committee seems 
to be divided. Faculty say the president’s suite of offices is too elaborate and pretentious. Administrators on 
the committee side with the architect. In an attempt to reach a consensus, one of the architects says that the 
office should reflect the office and your university’s president’s salary is approaching a million dollars. The 
committee adjourns, postponing a recommendation until its next meeting.

During the next week you have the opportunity to ask your intercultural communication professor just 
how much the average faculty member makes. She explains that’s not easy to answer because salary varies so 
much between public and private universities and so much by rank. Pushed for an answer, she says, “Maybe a 
range between $60,000 and $100,000.” You’re concerned about the university president salary but have just 
studied Hofstede’s power distance dimension. You’ve read that major corporate presidents in some countries 
have modest offices without all the trappings of status. That appeals to you personally. 

1.	 At the next meeting of the advisory committee, do you side with the faculty or the administrators? 
2.	 How do you explain your position?

Table 6.5 � Percentage of Wealth Held in 
2000 by the Top 10% of the Adult 
Population in Various Western 
Countries

Country Wealth Owned by Top 10%

Switzerland 71.3%

United States 69.8%

Denmark 65.0%

France 61.0%

Sweden 58.6%

United Kingdom 56.0%

Canada 53.0%

Norway 50.5%

Germany 44.4%

Finland 42.3%

Source: Domhoff (2011).

who admit to not knowing all the answers. And in the 
workplace, employees work hard only when needed, 
there are no more rules than are necessary, and pre-
cision and punctuality have to be learned. Hofstede 
notes two interesting associations with uncertainty 
avoidance:

•• Religion. Orthodox and Roman Catholic 
Christian cultures (except the Philippines and 
Ireland) score high. Judaic and Muslim cul-
tures tend to score in the middle. Protestant 
Christian cultures score low. Eastern religion 
cultures score medium to very low (except 
Japan).

•• History. Cultures with a Romance language 
and history of Roman codified laws score 
high on uncertainty avoidance. Cultures with 
Chinese-speaking populations and Confucian 
tradition tend to score lower.


