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Weall know that thereare cultural differencesbetween
the countries, regions and ethnic groupsin Europe. We
arealso aware, however vaguely, that these differences
have a significant bearing on the palitical systemsand
the behaviour of individual actors. However, as yet,
thereislittle practical understanding so far of how and
to what extent this cultural diversity influences the
overall functioning of the European Union.

The purpose of this article is to raise awareness of
thisissue and to illustrate approaches to addressing the
cultural aspects of European institutional lifein amore
conscious and proactiveway with theaim of improving
the efficiency of European administrative and political
cooperation.

Cultureand the Treaty on European Union

“The Union’s citizens are bound together by common
values such as freedom, tolerance, equality, solidarity
and cultural diversity...”, states the Millennium
Declarationadopted at the European Council inHelsinki
in December 1999. The appar-

ently contradictory notion of

151(1) of the EC Treaty introduces the concept of
regional diversity, stipulating that “the Community shall
contributetotheflowering of theculturesof theM ember
States, while respecting their national and regional
diversity”.

Although these statements are clear in their aim,
which is to reconcile the existing spectrum of cultural
identities, national and regional, with the notion of a
common European identity, they are still confined to a
very abstract level. However, European Union and
Member State officials are confronted with issues of
cultural diversity in practice every day, with hardly any
guidance on how to deal withtheminaway that livesup
to the aspirations expressed in these texts.

The meaning of culture

Prompted by unprecedented global flowsof information,

capital, goods and people, multiculturalism became a

buzzword of the1990s. However, theunderlying concept

of cultureisvery complex and no single definition has
been agreed upon in the liter-
ature. Anthropologists have

Europeans being bound to- “The Union’s citizens are bound collected morethan 160 differ-

gether by their diversity reflects

ent definitions of culture! a

the recognition on the part of together by common values such discussion of which is beyond

the Member States that the
objectiveof aEuropeanidentity
based on a set of shared values
canonly beachievedif arespect
for cultural diversity is firmly
established as one of them.
Accordingly, Article 151(4) of
the EC Treaty stipulates that
“the Community shall take cultural aspectsinto account
in its action under other provisions of this Treaty, in
particular inorder torespect andto promotethediversity
of itscultures”.

The same theme, abeit viewed from the individual
Member State’s perspective, resurfacesin Article 6(3)
of the Amsterdam Treaty which statesthat “ The Union
shall respect thenational identitiesof itsMember States”.
This statement underlines the fact that the Union’s
cultural diversity is a manifestation of the aggregation
of thecultural identitiesof itsM ember States. Torespect
and promote the Union’s cultural diversity therefore
equates to respecting and promoting the national
identities of its Member States. In addition, Article
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as freedom, tolerance, equality,
solidarity and cultural

diversity...”

the scope of this article. A
widely accepted definition
whichsuitsthe purposesof this
discussion is that “culture is
not a‘thing’, a substance with
a physical reality of its own”
but rather “made by people
interacting, and at thesametime
determining further action” .2“ Cultureisa set of shared
and enduring meanings, values and beliefs that
characterisenational, ethnic, or other groupsandorient
their behaviour” . Cultureistherefore something shared
by (almost) all members of a social group, something
one tries to pass on, which shapes (through morals,
laws, customs) behaviour, or structures, one’ sperception
of theworld.*

Cultureand individuals

Cultures are based on different values that shape the
mind-sets of individuals living in them, or put in
information-ageterms, they makeup part of the" software
of themind” > Geert Hof stede arguesthat cultureis*the
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collectiveprogrammingof themind, whichdistinguishes
the members of one group or society from those of
another”. In hisopinion, culture consists of the patterns
of thinkingthat parentspassontotheir children, teachers
totheir students, friendsto their friends, leadersto their
followers, and followersto their leaders. Consequently,
the meaning people attach to various aspects of life
reflects their culture. Culture determines their way of
looking at theworld and their roleinit, their values, and
what they find beautiful or consider as good or bad in
their collectivebeliefs,®ahighly sel ectivescreenbetween
Man and the outside world.” It is present in people’s
minds and becomes apparent in tangible products of a
society, most notably in its institutions, which in turn
reinforce people’ smind-sets. The presenceof culturein
an individual, both conscious and subconscious,
ultimately defines his or her cultural identity.

Culture and organisations
Most research and empirical data on the impact of
culture on organisations and behaviour focuses on the
privatesector, and, inparticular,
onmanagement issuesin multi-
national companies. In this
regard, Hofstede argues that
management within asociety is
very much constrained by its
cultural context, because “it is
impossible to coordinate the
actionsof peoplewithout adeep
understanding of their values, beliefsand expressions”.
In the private sector, multinational companies have
realised therelevance of cultureand itsimpact on doing
business and results. In response to this, promoting
intercultural awarenessand skillshasbecomeastandard
training component in management.

Thereisasubstantial body of empirical evidenceto
support the private sector’ s concern about theimpact of
cultural diversity on business. Recent studiesconducted
by European firms of trendsin foreign trade reveal that
firmsin Europearelosing business, not simply because
of language, but as a result of a variety of cultural
barriers.®

Totheextent that privatesector management patterns
are applicableto public administration, it is possible to
extend theseobservationstothedomain of publicaffairs.
It may be argued that public organisations, namely
political and administrative institutions, are still more
influenced by their national cultural background than
their private-sector counterparts. Asaconseguence, the
loss in potential effectiveness sustained by the Union
anditsMember Statesinthecourseof their political and
administrative dealings with each other because of
cultural barriersarelikely toeven exceed those observed
inthecommercial sector. Whileitisdifficult toquantify
these effects in the same way, it is clear that cultural
issues influence practically all of the major topics that
European policies aim to address today.
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of individuals living in them.

Cultural barriers

Cultural differences, which can become barriers to
intercultural exchange, become apparent in the nature
of political systems, institutions, administrations,
businessesand in the mind-setsand behaviour of politi-
cians, officials, employersand employees, and citizens.
Different political and administrative systems, as well
as the behaviour of individual actors and the way they
interact with each other, aremerereflectionsof different
cultural systemswhich might be similar or different in
respect tothesetsof corevaluesthey embody. Theareas
at the European level where such cultural differences
can have a substantial influence are numerous: on
policy and decision-making processes, the quality of
policy implementation, negotiations, communications,
the sharing of information, and the rel ationship withthe
citizen. Itisalso possibleto examine how these cultural
differences are reflected in the structure of the EU
institutionsandtheir interactionwiththe M ember States
and whether they ultimately influence the pace of
integration. Another important aspect but one which
reaches beyond the scope of
thisarticleistherole of media
in this context.

values that shapethe mind-sets The interaction of individuals

from national and European
administrations plays a vital
roleintheprogressof European
integration. Hence, one key
element for afunctioning European Union isto ensure
smooth communicationat al level sof European affairs.
The various actors involved in European affairs
encounter difficulties in communicating their needs
and/or positions to their European counterparts and in
understanding their European counterparts’ positions,
needs, behaviour and reactions, and thus in finding
solutions which all parties involved can accept. It is
essential to understand the intercultural framework
within which the European venture operates, and to
recognise the cultural differences (i.e. different values
and mind-sets) which ultimately affect cooperation and
performance, and to manage situations effectively in
which such differences can affect results. Awareness of
these cultural differences and their consequences will
promotemutual understanding and contributetofinding
common interests and solutions, by bridging and even
harnessing cultural diversity.

Cultural Diversity and Cultural I dentity

| briefly alluded to theinteraction between national and
European cultural identity at the beginning of this
article with the example of the European Council’s
Millennium Declaration of December 1999. | argued at
that point that this statement expresses a desire on the
part of the Union and the Member States to define a
European cultural identity asaset of valuesshared by al
citizensof the Union. Isthereany empirical evidence at
al to suggest that a cultural identity shared by all
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Europeans exists?

Eurobarometer, in its 1998 survey,® measured for
thefirst timewhether peopleagreeor disagreethat there
isaEuropean cultural identity shared by all Europeans.
A definition of “European identity” was not given. It
wasfoundthat themajority of EU citizensfeel European
to some extent, although one can still not speak of the
existence of atruly European identity. However, since
this is an issue where opinions differ greatly between
countries, generalisationscanbedeceiving. Luxembourg
for exampl e contains ahigh proportion of citizensfrom
other EU countries; therefore peoplein thiscountry are
most likely to feel primarily European. In all other
countries, lessthan 10% of the popul ationfeel primarily
European. Nonethel ess, people who feel Europeanto a
certain extent are in the majority in seven countries of
the15. Inseven countries, peoplewhoidentify primarily
with their own nationality are in the majority, although
in Austria, Denmark, Ireland and Finland, thismajority
isvery small. Theonly threecountrieswherethenational
identity is clearly prevalent are the UK, Sweden and
Portugal. Even though age, education and occupation
all play aroleindeterminingthisattitude, itisnonethel ess
striking that, in a 1998 Eurobarometer survey, 74% of
peoplewho regard their country’ smembership asabad
thing identified solely with their own nationality,
compared to only 27% of people who regard their
country’ smembershipasagood
thing.’ At the EU level, nearly
nine out of ten people feel
attached to their country, their
townorvillageandtheir region.
However, morethan half of EU
citizens feel attached to
Europe.

Whether people feel Euro-
pean or not is also strongly
influenced by a number of
socio-demographic factors. It is, first of al, clearly a
generation issue, with people who cameinto adulthood
prior tothe1950ssignificantly lesslikely tofeel tosome
extent European than peoplewho grew up after thefirst
European Treaty wassigned. Atthemoment, it also still
appearsthat aspeoplebecomeolder they tendtoidentify
more strongly with their own country. Education is
another important factor, although education is
interrelated with age. People who |eft school at the age
of 15 or younger — many of whom belong to the older
generation — are more likely to have a strong sense of
national identity, whilethisislesslikely among people
who continue studying. Therearealso clear differences
between people who left school at the age of 19 and
thosewho stayedineducationlonger. Astotheeconomic
activity scale, managers are most likely to feel
European.’?

There is an obvious connection between a negative
attitude towards EU membership and adherence to the
national identity. Considering that the purpose of the
European Unionis, inthefirst place, to prevent national
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group of people solves
problems and reconciles

dilemmas”

interest becoming soinflamedthat it destabilisesEurope,
the notion of the defence of national interest appearsto
be a tricky one.”* What seems worrying is that at the
moment, in every country in the European Union and
also outside, “the engines of mistrust areturning over”.
We see “Germans worry about the authority of their
regional governments; the Danish worry that they will
be sucked south, dissolving the barrier with Germany
which they have spent so long constructing; the French
worry about their farming practices and the national
destiny; theBelgiansworry about their placein Brussels
as it is over-run with European institutions’. And we
hear that “the Dutch do not take kindly to being told to
toughen up their drugs laws by a French President of
very different political persuasion fromtheir own.” We
are alarmed that “ Austrians do not want to share their
country with anyone unless they are tourists.... Such
fears go beyond logic and convenience....”** |s the
spectre of xenophobia and racism haunting Europe
once again?

In the light of enlargement, the European Union is
increasingly faced with the challenge of both
accommodating and, at the sametime, taking advantage
of cultural diversity. Inthisregard, the President of the
European Commission, Romano Prodi, in hisaddressto
the Parliament prior to thevote of investiture of the new
Commissionin September 1999 suggested for example,
with a special focus on the
Mediterranean region, that
enlargement “ should includea
‘Partnership of Cultures’ “ as
the term for a more ambitious
commitment towards the
Mediterranean, where “we
Europeans are dedicated to
promoting a new, exemplary
harmony between peoples of
thethreereligionsof Jerusalem.
A resounding ‘No' totheclash of civilisations’. And he
emphasised “what we now need to build is a union of
hearts and minds, underpinned by a strong shared
sentiment of a common destiny — a sense of common
European citizenship. Wecomefromdifferent countries.
We speak different languages. We have different
historical and cultural traditions. And we must preserve
them. But we are seeking a shared identity — a new
European soul.”

Cultural Synergies
“Cultureremainsgenerally invisibleand, whenvisible,
weusually think it causesproblems. Peoplerarely think
that cultural diversity benefits organisations.”®
Revealingly, both Mr Prodi’s statement and the
Millennium Declaration assert the view that Europe’s
cultural diversity is an asset with enormous creative
potential rather than aliability which needsto be borne
for atime and can some day be disposed of .
Following economicintegrationin Europe, political
integration will only become a reality when political
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leaders and citizens both come to realise that we share
common values which are entrusted to shared policies
andinstitutions. Our task seems|esstoreassureourselves
of our common origins than to develop a new self-
confidencethat will allow Europeto play itsrolein the
twenty-first century. Apart fromthefear that thepromise
of abetter lifeinthe Union cannot bekept, the European
Union is facing another threat, i.e. peopl€e' s fear that it
will “takeaway peoples senseof belonging, theelements
of their culture that define themselves and give them
identity in a world where unemployment, mass
communication and distant government are all doing
their best to makeidentity undervalued and insecure” .16

It ultimately boils down to a cultural problem that
requiresacultural solution. If Trompenaars” isright to
argue that “every culture
distinguishesitself from others
by the specific solution it
chooses to certain problems
which reveal themselves as
dilemmas’ and that “cultureis
the way in which a group of
people solves problems and
reconciles dilemmas’, what
could that imply in terms of
European integration? An
approachwhichharnessesand encompassesthisdiversity
and a way of thinking which helps to free us from
outdated patternsand can break the shell of indifference
and ignorance. This requires going beyond awareness
of our own cultural heritage and producing something
greater through cooperation and collaboration. The
very diversity of people can be utilised to enhance
problem solving by combined action. Cultural synergy
builds on similarities and fuses differencesresulting in
more effective human activities and systems. This
approach recognises both the similarities and the
differences between the cultures and suggests that we
neither ignore nor seek to minimise cultural diversity,
but rather that weview it asaresourcein designing and
developing organisational systems.*®

Can the reform of the European Commission, as a
multicultural, supranational institution, be regarded as
one more step in thisdirection? Onewoul d assume that
Commission President Prodi’s attempt to make the
Cabinets of Commissioners more multicultural was
based on this assumption.*® And one welcomesthat the
recent reform proposal callsfor a“changeintheculture
of the Commission”,?® by “modernising working
methods, creating new systems and setting new stand-
ardsthat new habitswill develop, new attitudes will be
formed and a new culture will emerge”.

Concludingremarks

To bridge and harness cultural diversity, i.e. to respect
cultural identities and promote different cultures, is a
stated goal of theEuropean Union. Many cultural barriers
are due to ignorance of cultural differences rather than
arejection of those differences. Recent developments
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within the European Union show that we have alot to
learn about ourselves and each other, our culture, our
history, our fears and our visions in order to give a
deeper meaning to statements of principlessuch as“the
European Union asacommunity of valuesispart of the
concept of the future development of European
integration” % and “ our European model shows that an
ever closer union between peoplesis possible where it
isbased on shared valuesand common objectives’.2 To
meet these challenges, the European Union must firstly
respond to the concernsof thecitizens. Asidefromtheir
worries about jobs and the economy, people are
increasingly looking to Europe when it comes to
improving their environment, their safety and their
quality of life. And people want “agents” in effective,
accountable institutions that
involve them in European
governance and which take
their rich and diverse cultures
and traditions into account.?

Itisthefailuretounderstand
theimpact of cultural diversity
at every level of society, and
particularly its political and
administrative institutions,
which leads to national,
regional and ethnic stereotyping, and ultimately feeds
nationalist and xenophobic tendencies in Europe.
Conscious and disciplined research and educational
effort is required if we are to develop the necessary
intercultural competence and reach a common
understanding between all actorsinvolved in European
integration: politicians, civil servants, and ultimately
the citizens of Europe. Only a Europe of paliticians,
peoples and individuals, who share fundamental values
and political objectives, and at thesametimeunderstand
and respect the wide range of cultural identities within
theUnion, will beableto meet the challenges of the new
millennium.? It seems worth remembering that “world
history has accorded the empires that have come and
gone only one appearance on the stage. It now appears
asif Europe asawholeisbeing given asecond chance.
It will not be able to make use of thisin terms of the
power politics of yesteryear, but only under changed
premises, namely a non-imperial process of reaching
understanding with, and learning from, other cult-
ures...”.®
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