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Resume – En frivilligkultur? 

Dette speciale er inspireret af en oplevelse, jeg havde, da jeg arbejdede som frivillig gennem den 

britiske organisation i-to-i på to naturbevaringsprojekter i Costa Rica i 2007. På begge projekter 

arbejdede jeg sammen med frivillige fra hele verden samt de lokale, som var involveret i 

projekterne, og til min store overraskelse var kommunikationen imellem os alle rigtig god, og jeg 

observerede ekstremt få kultursammenstød mellem diverse nationaliteter. Jeg besluttede mig for at 

finde ud af, om de oplevelser, jeg havde haft i 2007, var en undtagelse eller normen, mere 

specifikt:  

Når frivillige fra forskellige lande arbejder sammen på et projekt, skaber de så en fælles kultur, der 

overgår deres nationale kulturer? Og hvilke eksterne faktorer spiller en rolle? 

For at finde svaret på disse to spørgsmål tog jeg af sted igen med i-to-i og arbejdede på to 

naturbevaringsprojekter, et i Costa Rica og et i Ecuador i efteråret 2009. Men denne gang tog jeg 

spørgeskemaer med til de frivillige og de lokale, som var involveret i projekterne for at høre deres 

mening. Spørgeskemaet til de frivillige var på engelsk, og spørgeskemaet til de lokale var på 

spansk for at mindske risikoen for misforståelser. Spørgsmålene i begge spørgeskemaer fokuserer 

på kommunikationen mellem de frivillige og lokale og imellem de frivillige, samt hvilke 

kulturforskelle de frivillige og lokale havde observeret samt oplevet. Derudover valgte jeg at bruge 

Geert Hofstedes teori om interkulturel kommunikation som et sammenligningsgrundlag for at se, 

hvor der i teorien burde have opstået kultursammenstød eller kommunikationsproblemer blandt de 

mange forskellige nationaliteter. 

 

I alt svarede 20 frivillige fra ni forskellige lande inkl. mig selv på spørgeskemaet, og 13 lokale fra 

Costa Rica og Ecuador svarede på spørgeskemaet til de lokale, hvilket alt i alt gav mig et godt 

udgangspunkt. Størstedelen af de frivillige svarede, at de ville betegne deres kommunikation med 

de andre frivillige som fantastisk, og størstedelen af dem svarede også, at de ville betegne deres 

kommunikation med de lokale som god, men med nogle enkelte misforståelser, og den største 

udfordring var sprogbarrieren. Derudover svarede størstedelen af de lokale, at de ville betegne 

deres kommunikation med de frivillige som fantastisk, hvilket betyder, at generelt set følte alle, at 

kommunikationen havde været rigtig god. Mange af de kultursammenstød, der kunne eller burde 

have fundet sted ifølge Hofstedes teori, fandt ofte ikke sted eller blev ikke observeret af hverken de 

frivillige eller de lokale. Der var nogle enkelte tilfælde, men de var få og ikke så udbredt eller 

alvorlige, som de kunne have været ifølge teorien.  

De eksterne faktorer, som jeg følte spillede en rolle, var isolation og i-to-i. To af de projekter, jeg 

arbejdede på, lå isoleret fra resten af omverdenen, hvilket gav os rigeligt med tid og mulighed for at 
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lære hinanden at kende, og samtidig gav det os fornemmelsen af at leve i vores egen lille verden. 

Derudover hjalp i-to-i også, i og med de gav os en masse information om det pågældende lands 

kultur og gav os værktøj til at håndtere de første kulturchok, vi kom ud for. Desuden gav de os 

detaljerede oplysninger om de projekter, vi skulle arbejde på, og lokalsamfundet, hvor projekterne 

lå. Alle disse oplysninger hjalp os med at komme over de første og værste kulturchok samt gav os 

modet til at være mere åbne over for nye oplevelser.  

Alt dette tilsammen skabte muligheden for at vi kunne skabe vores egen lille verden og dermed en 

fælles kultur, en frivilligkultur.                 
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Introduction 

Intercultural business communication is a subject that I have always found highly interesting. 

During my many travels and stays abroad, I have often found myself in similar situations as those 

described by two of the leading theorist within this field, namely Geert Hofstede and Fons 

Trompenaars. However, I have also experienced one time where nothing happened as I had 

expected based on my own experiences abroad and those described by Hofstede and 

Trompenaars. This particular situation took place when I was working as a volunteer on two 

different projects in Costa Rica in 2007. We were several volunteers from all over the world 

working side by side with local Costa Ricans and for some reason the communication ran smoothly 

apart from the occasional language barrier despite the many different cultures that were giving and 

receiving the same information. So all the culture clashes I had expected to see at some point 

during my placement as a volunteer never took place. 

 

As a translator and interpreter it is not only a necessity to master completely a foreign language, 

but also to be able to communicate across different cultures as well as interpret and reconcile 

cultural differences. It is, furthermore, important to have a good knowledge of the different theories 

within the field of intercultural business communication as you are constantly communicating 

between two different cultures, namely your own culture and that of those speaking your foreign 

language. 

  

When the time came for choosing a subject area for my thesis, I knew I wanted to write about 

something within the field of intercultural communication but what exactly I was not sure of. I had 

many different ideas in my head; however, I then suddenly remembered what I had experienced in 

Costa Rica in 2007 and started thinking about that as an inspiration for my thesis. I was particular 

curious to find out whether it was just pure luck that there had not been any culture clashes at 

those two projects and that the communication had run so smoothly or if it was something that took 

place at all the i-to-i projects in Latin America? In order to investigate this further, I decided to go 

abroad once again to work as a volunteer through i-to-i and to explore whether this phenomenon 

only took place at those two projects I worked on in 2007 or if it is the norm rather than the 

exception on i-to-i projects. I also decided to widen my scope and include South America as well 

and worked on a project in Ecuador for three weeks before going up to Central America, more 

particularly Costa Rica, where I worked on two different projects again spending two weeks on 

each project. I also wanted to find out if I was the only one who did not see or experience any 

culture clashes and if the other volunteers also felt that the communication between them as well 

as between them and the locals ran smoothly and whether the locals felt the same way. In order to 
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explore this angle, I brought with me two sets of questionnaires, one for the volunteers and one for 

the locals. 

   

During my time working on the three projects, I started speculating that perhaps the reason for the 

absence of culture clashes and the smooth communication was a result of the fact that the 

volunteers working on the projects along with the locals created their own culture, a „volunteer 

culture‟ that surpassed their national cultures thereby cancelling out the „old‟ cultural differences. 

As such, the two main questions I will seek to answer in this thesis are: 

 

“When volunteers from different countries work together on a project, do they create a mutual 

culture that surpasses their national cultures? And what external factors play a role?”  

 

In order to answer these questions, I will apply the theories of intercultural communication as set 

out by Geert Hofstede and Jan Hofstede in “Cultures and Organizations – software of the mind”. 

My reasoning for choosing Geert Hofstede over for instance Fons Trompenaars will be explained 

and discussed in the methodology section. I will use the theories of Hofstede to analyse the 

various cultures of both the volunteers and the locals to see where complications should arise 

according to the theories and to form a better understanding of the various cultural backgrounds. I 

will also analyse and discuss the results of the questionnaires of the volunteers and the locals 

respectively as well as try to see if there is a pattern in their answers due to nationality. I will 

furthermore look at what external factors play a role. 
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Methodology  

When working on a research project in the social sciences, it is important to bear in mind that 

unlike in the natural sciences, the results and findings of the research project often cannot be 

tested according to some mathematical model, but rather reveal some new trend or general 

tendencies in society. Nevertheless, the social and natural sciences do interrelate as many of the 

procedures and principles that take place in the natural sciences can also be applied in the social 

sciences, such as observation. Although the natural sciences are highly recognised as scientific 

method, the social sciences, in my opinion, have something much more valuable, namely 

communication. “The human world is that part of reality which talks. Human beings express 

themselves constantly in words, gestures, facial changes, and actions of all sorts; they 

communicate like mad.”(Rickman:1990, p. 303). This enables the researcher to go beyond the 

surface of what can be observed and thereby take the research to another level.  

 

As for the theory of science, I find that the hermeneutic approaches are the most suitable ones for 

research projects of this kind that deal with intercultural communication. In regards to this thesis, 

the hermeneutic approaches are by far the most suitable theory of science due to the subjectivity. 

“That is to say, in the hermeneutic sense of knowing, the researcher is immersed in, is an 

acknowledged part of, the scene of study whereas in positivistic-pragmatic knowing, the researcher 

is outside the situation, maintaining a constant objective stance” (McAuley: 1985, p. 294).When I 

was in the field observing the other volunteers‟ interaction with each other and the locals, I was 

being subjective, because I was one of the volunteers and thereby part of what I was studying.  

 

It is a bit more complicated when it comes to my choice of method, because it is neither purely 

inductive nor purely deductive, but rather a combination of both. “In a scientific context, the 

inductive process creates new knowledge through the gathering of data and experience, and the 

deductive process allows the application of such systemised knowledge in the new areas.” 

(Rasmussen et al: 2006, p. 50). As I am basing the majority part of this thesis on my empirical 

findings it resembles the inductive process, however, before even going to South and Central 

America, I had some assumptions on the area of volunteer work and intercultural communication 

that laid the foundation of my hypothesis, which resembles the deductive process. Thus, it more or 

less resembles a virtues circle as I am constantly going from one to the other, which is a relatively 

common practice within the hermeneutic approaches.  

  

Research approach 

There are many well-known theorists within the field of intercultural communication, such as Geert 

Hofstede, Fons Trompenaars, Edward T. Hall and Richard Gesteland to name a few, all of whom 
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are respected and regarded as experts within this field. This made it quite difficult to choose a main 

theorist, however, I chose Geert Hofstede as my main theorist for several reasons. Firstly, because 

he is the only one who had included all the cultures I encountered in his body of work. Secondly, 

because I was already familiar with his cultural dimensions before I went to Ecuador and Costa 

Rica, which meant that when I was observing the volunteers and locals interacting, I had the 

theoretical framework in the back of my mind and could always pull it out when needed, which 

often helped. Thirdly, I chose Hofstede because the research he did in order to identify his five 

cultural dimensions is one of the most extensive research projects to have been conducted within 

this field. His book from 2005 “Cultures and Organizations – Software of the Mind”, which he co-

wrote with his son Gert Jan Hofstede contains not only the results of his own research including in-

depth description of the five dimensions he found as well as a table with the ranking of the seventy-

four countries and/or regions represented, but it also includes a brief description of the findings of 

other cross-national studies that correlates to his findings within each of the five dimensions. I have 

used this book as my primary source in regard to the theoretical framework. 

 

Although Hofstede is highly recognised within the field of intercultural communication, there has 

also been some critique of his work. One of the things he has been criticised on is that his research 

is outdated as it was conducted in the late 1960‟s and the early 1970‟s, however, as Hofstede 

himself points out:” The dimensions found are assumed to have centuries-old roots; only data 

which remained stable across two subsequent surveys were maintained; and they have since been 

validated against all kinds of external measurements; recent replications show no loss of validity.” 

(Hofstede: 2002, p. 1356). Another point his research has been criticised on, is that his research 

was conducted within one company, namely IBM and its subsidiaries in 66 countries, and how can 

the employees of one company provide information on behalf of entire national cultures? 

Hofstede‟s reply to this is:  

What was measured were differences between national cultures. Any set of 

functionally equivalent samples from national populations can supply information 

about such differences. The IBM set consisted of unusually well matched samples for 

an unusually large number of countries. The extensive validation in the following 

chapters will show that the country scores obtained correlated highly with all kinds of 

other data, including results obtained from representative samples of entire national 

populations” (ibid.). 

 Although Hofstede‟s work is approx. 40 years-old, I find that it still holds true and as it is one, if not 

the most, extensive research projects that has been carried out in this field and it has also laid the 

foundations for other researchers‟ work. 
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To help me with conducting my own research, I turned to David De Vaus and the 5th edition of his 

book “Surveys in Social Research”. I particularly used his approaches on analysing survey data as 

I found them to be very helpful and useful. 

 

Empirical approach 

”Observations require explanation but equally explanations need to be tested against the facts”. 

(De Vaus, 2002: p 9, col. 1) In order to test whether my theory, I needed some facts to test my 

observations against and one way of doing this was to collect my own research data. As De Vaus 

correctly says, observations alone do not make sufficient research data and therefore I decided to 

make questionnaires for both the volunteers and the locals in order to collect „facts‟ to test against 

my observations.  

 

Although I worked on three projects in total, one in Ecuador and two in Costa Rica, I wanted to 

widen my scope a bit to include other projects in those two countries and i-to-i help me with this. 

During the in-country orientation, I arranged with the other volunteers who were going on other 

projects than me, that I would email the questionnaire to them after a couple of weeks to gather 

their thoughts and observations, so that I was not confined to just make do with the volunteers 

working on the same projects as me. Ideally I would have liked to extend my scope even further to 

include more projects and other Latin American countries; however, as I do not have the means or 

the resources to conduct such an extended research, I will use the qualitative methods rather than 

the quantitative. As De Vaus writes:” Qualitative methods are often regarded as providing rich data 

about real life people and situations and being more able to make sense of behaviour and to 

understand behaviour within its wider context.” (ibid: P. 5, col. 2) 

 

As such, my research data along with my conclusions are not representative of all i-to-i volunteers 

worldwide or in Latin America. However, I would dare to say that my findings are fairly 

representative of the i-to-i volunteers in Ecuador and Costa Rica as I am not only analysing 

research data from the three projects I worked on, but also research data from several other 

projects in those two countries. In total I would say that there is research data from approximately 

twelve projects, four in Ecuador and eight in Costa Rica. Nevertheless, it is not completely 

representative as I do not have enough respondents to establish any specific conclusions for all i-

to-i projects in Ecuador and Costa Rica. Furthermore, it goes without saying that because I am 

conducting this research project within the social sciences, my findings are going to be something 

that reflects the tendencies within the volunteer community on some of i-to-i‟s projects in Latin 
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America. Therefore, I would say that my research is representative of the majority of i-to-i‟s 

projects in Ecuador and Costa Rica and it reflects the general tendencies within the volunteer 

community. 

 

The respondents 

The volunteers who completed the questionnaire were all somebody I met at either the in-country 

orientation or at the projects. The volunteers I worked with at the projects filled out the 

questionnaire there whereas the volunteers I met at the in-country orientation filled it out 

electronically and sent it to me per email. Overall the respondents are between the ages of 19 and 

37 years and represent nine different nationalities, which are, US, Swiss (the German-speaking 

part), Swedish, German, Costa Rican, British, Japanese/Australian, Canadian, Danish and 

Australian. Some of the volunteers from Great Britain specified their nationality as being either 

English, Scottish or Welsh and it was particularly those from either Scotland or Wales who did so 

and yet again others did write British. However, as Hofstede has not distinguished between 

English, Welsh or Scottish, but simply work with British, so have I, as this is the easiest in regards 

to the analysis.  

 

In total 20 volunteers including myself completed the questionnaire whereof 8 were male and the 

remaining 12 female. Out of the 19 respondents excluding myself, 14 worked on different projects 

in Costa Rica and 5 worked on projects in Ecuador. I came into contact with more volunteers in 

Costa Rica than Ecuador for several reasons. The main reasons are that not only did I work on two 

different projects in Costa Rica, but the conservation project I worked on near the town of 

Montezuma provided me with many opportunities to meet volunteers from other projects taking 

place in the local area, among others a teaching project in Montezuma. Another reason is that one 

of the conservation projects I worked on in Costa Rica was also a sea turtle conservation project, 

which attracts more volunteers and also needs more volunteers than regular projects, which I will 

explain in the section „the projects‟. This means that we were five times more volunteers on the sea 

turtle conservation project than on the two other conservation project I worked on in Costa Rica 

and Ecuador. 

 

Empirical measures 

All the questions in the two questionnaires are partly based on Hofstede‟s theory and partly on my 

thoughts on what would be interesting and relevant to find out. There are three variables in the 

beginning of both questionnaires, namely nationality, age and sex meaning that the questionnaires 

are anonymous. As for the questions in the questionnaire to the volunteers, I decided to use a 
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mixture of open and closed questions, because I find that both types have their advantages and 

disadvantages. The advantages of using closed questions are that it gives me the opportunity to 

retrieve data that can be used statistically and it limits the amount of misunderstandings of the 

questions, which could be a problem as not all of the volunteers have English as their first 

language. However, the disadvantages of using closed questions are that the volunteers only have 

four choices to choose from and have to choose one even if they do not agree with it fully and they 

are furthermore not able to express their own opinion and feelings on the matter. On the contrary, 

using open questions gives the volunteers the opportunity of expressing their precise thoughts on 

the subject which in turn gives a greater variety in the answers. However, it is quite difficult to 

retrieve data that can be used statistically from open questions. By using a mixture of open and 

closed questions, there are five closed and eight open questions in the questionnaire to the 

volunteers, I can retrieve data that can be used statistically as well as the volunteers‟ own opinion 

and feelings on the matter. Luckily, none of the volunteers misunderstood any of the open 

questions thereby leaving me with 20 filled out questionnaires that are of a satisfactory standard. 

 

I used a similar design for my questionnaire for the locals. There are three variables nationality, 

age and sex, however, one could easily argue that one is unnecessary, namely nationality, as it is 

written on top of the questionnaire for both the Ecuadorians and the Costa Ricans. Nevertheless, I 

decided to keep it on, in case I ran out of questionnaires for one nationality and could then replace 

it with another questionnaire, but still keep track of the nationalities. There are 12 questions in total 

whereof 4 are closed and the remaining 8 are open. I wrote the questionnaire for the locals in 

Danish and had a friend from CBS who studies the same profile as me i.e. cand.ling.merc – 

interpretation and translation, but he is taking it in Spanish, so I am confident that he took any 

cultural aspect in to consideration when translating the questionnaire. I decided to make the 

questionnaire for the locals in Spanish for several reasons. Firstly, not everybody speaks English 

and I wanted to keep the amount of misunderstandings to a minimum and decided that Spanish 

would be the way to do that, however, I was also aware that not all of the locals have Spanish as 

their first language, but they still have a better understanding of Spanish than English. Secondly, 

many Latin Americans prefer to be approached in Spanish and are often offended when 

approached in English, because we are in their country and there they speak Spanish. I thought it 

would be a bad idea to offend them with a questionnaire in English while asking for their help. 

When looking at the filled out questionnaires, I am glad that I decided to make them in Spanish and 

that I had a professional translator translate them, because none of the questions have been 

misunderstood, which I was a bit worried about especially concerning the amount of open 
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questions. In total I have 13 filled out questionnaires that I can use, 3 from the locals in Ecuador 

and 10 from the locals in Costa Rica. 

 

Questionnaire for the volunteers 

In the first question in the questionnaire for the volunteers, I wanted to find out how the 

respondents would define culture, but I also wanted a response that I could use statistically and 

therefore made it a multiple-choice question, i.e. a closed question. The four different response 

alternatives are all possible definitions of culture meaning that there is no right or wrong answer. 

 

1. Which definition of culture do you agree with? 

 Culture is simply what you see and hear when you first arrive at a new country 

 Culture is sharing opinions as well as norms and values 

 Culture refers to the ways of life of a given nation/region 

 Culture consists of several layers including all of the above. 

 

The second and third questions are quite similar in their wording and their response alternatives as 

the both refer to the communication process with the other volunteers (2.) and the locals (3.). Again 

I wanted responses that I could use statistically, so I chose to use closed questions with four 

response alternatives, which in both cases range from very positive to very negative and two in-

between. 

 

2. How would you characterise your communication with the other volunteers? 

 It has been excellent – no problems and misunderstandings at all 

 It has been good although there have been some misunderstandings 

 Not so good, I cannot always understand what the others mean 

 Horribly, I don‟t understand a word they are saying to me. 

 

 

3. How would you characterise your communication with the locals? 

 It has been really good. I understand everything they say and do 

 It has been good though there have been some misunderstandings and I don‟t always 

understand them 

 Not so good, I have a lot of problems understanding them and what they do 

 It has been really bad, I don‟t understand anything they say or do. 
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Question 4, however, is an open question and a very one indeed, because I wanted the volunteers‟ 

own opinion on this matter and as I know how they perceive the concept of culture, I could allow 

this question to be this open without making any reference to whether they should have noticed 

differences at all, between whom and what differences.  

 

4. What are the most significant cultural differences you have noticed so far? 

 

Question 5 is a follow-up question to question 4 in order to specify between whom the respondents 

have noticed cultural differences whether it be between other volunteers or volunteers and locals. 

 

5. And between who have you noticed cultural differences? 

 

As for question 6, it revolves around the concept „stereotypes‟ without actually using that word, 

because it has mainly negative connotation attached to it. We all use stereotypes when we 

encounter somebody from another country, region or even city both good and bad. A typical 

example of this in Denmark is the stereotypes people from Copenhagen have about the people 

from Jutland and vice versa. However, sometimes it can be a good thing to have stereotypes in 

mind, when meeting new people, because true or false, they give you a starting point. I wanted to 

see if the volunteers had any particular stereotypes in mind, hence question 6, and what they think 

gives people‟s nationality away, hence follow-up question 7. 

 

6. Can you tell which country people are from, when you first meet them? 

7. If so, what do you think gives them away? 

 

Often when we encounter a new culture there are aspects of it that frustrates us and the aspects 

that frustrate us are often those we do not understand, which leads me to question 8. I wanted to 

see what parts of the Latin American culture that frustrated the respondents, if any, and if there 

was a connection with their cultural background.  

 

8. What aspect of the Latin American culture has been the most frustrating to you, if any? 

 

Question 9, on the other hand, revolves around finding common ground. I wanted to see on what 

points and aspects the volunteers would find common ground with each other and again if there 

was a connection with their cultural background. 
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9. What cultural similarities have you noticed so far between you and the other volunteers? 

 

Many of the volunteers who did not take a Spanish language course before starting on the projects 

or had not taken Spanish lessons at home in school or elsewhere often found it quite difficult to 

communicate with the locals, because they were limited in their verbal communication, which 

meant that they often had to find another way of communicating. Nevertheless, I still wanted to find 

out what they thought was the most challenging aspect of trying to communicate with locals and 

especially those who did speak some Spanish, hence question 10. 

 

10. What would you characterise as your greatest challenge in communicating with the locals? 

 

I did make a follow-up question to question 10, because I wanted to know if anything else besides 

the language barrier had created difficulties in communicating with the locals, hence question 11. 

 

11. What have you found to be the most challenging aspect of communicating with the locals other 

than the language barrier? 

 

The last two questions, number 12 and 13, are based on something I thought would be interesting 

to find out and that is whether the respondents have heard of intercultural communication before 

and what they think it refers to. Both questions are closed questions with three choice alternatives 

each, which give me the option of using the responses statistically. Again there are no right or 

wrongs answers, it is only a matter of personal experience regarding question 12 and the choice 

alternatives in question 13 are all possible definitions of intercultural communication, although 

many would not agree with the last response alternative. 

 

12. Have you ever heard of the concept „intercultural communication‟?       

 Yes 

 No 

 Maybe 

 

13. What do you think „intercultural communication‟ refers to? 

 Communication across cultural boundaries 

 How people from different countries and cultures behave, communicate and perceive the 

world around them 

 A specific way of communicating between different cultures. 
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Questionnaire for the locals 

The questions in the questionnaire for the locals are, as I mentioned earlier, a mixture of open and 

closed questions and many of them are quite similar to those for the volunteers. For instance, the 

four closed questions for the locals are almost identical with the closed questions for the 

volunteers. I decided to make the questions in two questionnaires similar and in some cases 

identical for several reasons. Firstly, I wanted responses from the volunteers and the locals that I 

could compare with each other to determine what role culture played as well as to obtain 

responses that I could use statistically. Secondly, I wanted the locals‟ opinion on some of the same 

matters as the volunteers to get a better and fuller picture of the matter. However, there are some 

questions that are quite different from those I asked the volunteers and vice versa. As the question 

in the questionnaire for the locals are in Spanish, I have translated them into English from the 

Danish original for the purpose of the following section. 

 

Question 1 is completely identical with question 1 in the questionnaire for the volunteers including 

the response alternatives. The reason for this is that I wanted to see if there was a connection 

between nationality and what definition of culture that the respondents chose as well as to give me 

an idea of how they regard culture. This means that because it is a closed question I can use the 

responses statistically, but I can also make a direct comparison of the volunteers‟ and the locals‟ 

responses on this matter and use that statistically.   

 

1. Which definition of culture do you agree with? 

 Culture is simply what you see and hear when you first arrive at a new country 

 Culture is sharing opinions as well as norms and values 

 Culture refers to the ways of life of a given nation/region 

 Culture consists of several layers including all of the above. 

 

The same goes for question 2, which is more or less identical with questions 2 and 3 in the 

questionnaire for the volunteers except for one word in each case. 

 

2. How would you characterise your communication with the volunteers? 

 It has been excellent – no problems and misunderstandings at all 

 It has been good although there have been some misunderstandings 

 Not so good, I cannot always understand what they mean 

 Horribly, I don‟t understand a word they are saying to me. 
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Question 3 is an open question and quite similar to question 4 in the questionnaire for the 

volunteers although it is not as open as that one. I wanted the locals‟ opinion on the cultural 

differences they themselves had experienced with the volunteers and also to see if they had 

noticed if there were any. 

 

3. What are the most significant cultural differences you have experienced with the volunteers so 

far? 

 

Question 4 is more or less a follow-up question to question 3 as it also revolves around cultural 

differences. However, with this question I wanted to find out if the locals view all the international 

volunteers as one united group with one label, such as „Europeans‟ or „volunteers‟. I also wanted to 

find out if they can tell a difference in behaviour between the volunteers from different countries.  

 

4. Have you observed any cultural differences between the volunteers or do you see them as one 

united group? 

 

With question 5 I wanted to find out if the locals could differentiate between the different 

nationalities based on the volunteers‟ behaviour. This question relates somewhat to stereotypes as 

I am not expecting all the locals to have a deep insight in to all the different cultures represented by 

the volunteers and therefore I expect that their observations to be relatively superficial. 

Nevertheless, I wanted their opinion on this matter and I particularly wanted to find out if they found 

volunteers from specific countries to be more open-minded, rude, naïve etc. than other nationalities 

or if all of that had more to do with the person than his or her nationality.  

 

5. In your opinion, is there a connection between how the volunteers behave and where they come 

from? 

 

Question 6 also partly revolves around stereotypes, but it is a bit more negative aspect of 

stereotypes. I wanted to find out if the locals found that volunteers from one or two specific 

countries behaved more problematic than other volunteers in general or if it again was more a 

question of personality rather than nationality. 

 

6. Have you experienced more problems with volunteers from one particular country or is it a 

mixture of countries? 
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Question 7 is a follow-up question to question 6, in case the response to that question was 

affirmative. 

 

7. If so, which country? 

 

Question 8 revolves around stereotypes and first impressions and is quite similar to question 6 in 

the questionnaire for the volunteers. I wanted to find out if the locals have the same stereotypes in 

mind as the volunteers when they meet somebody from a different country for the first time. 

 

8. When you meet the volunteers for the first time, can you usually tell which country they come 

from or do they all seem the same to you? 

 

Question 9 is very similar to question 8 in the questionnaire for the volunteers, because I wanted to 

find out if there were aspects of the volunteers‟ cultures that had been frustrating for the locals, if 

any. 

 

9. What aspect of the volunteers‟ cultures has been the most frustrating to you, if any?  

 

Question 10 is another question that is almost identical with a question in the questionnaire for the 

volunteers and revolves around communication and the occasional language barrier. I wanted the 

locals‟ opinion on what had made communicating with the volunteers challenging besides the 

occasional language barrier. 

 

10. What would you characterise as your greatest challenge in communicating with the volunteers 

other than the language barrier? 

 

The last two questions, 11 and 12, are completely identical with the last two questions in the 

questionnaire for the volunteers. I wanted to find out if the locals have ever heard of intercultural 

communication and what they think it refers to, just like with the volunteers. As the questions are 

closed, I can use the responses statistically and I can also make a direct comparison with the 

responses from the volunteers on the same matter as they are completely identical. 

 

11. Have you ever heard of the concept „intercultural communication? 

 Yes 
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 No  

 Maybe 

 

12. What do you think „intercultural communication‟ refers to? 

 Communication across cultural boundaries 

 How people from different countries and cultures behave, communicate and perceive the 

world around them 

 A specific way of communicating between different cultures. 

 

Theory 

There are several definitions of the concept of culture and none are more right or wrong than the 

other, nevertheless, there is always one that you agree with more than the others. Although Geert 

Hofstede is my main theorist, I have decided to use another theorist when it comes to defining the 

concept of culture. I find that Fons Trompenaars' definition of the concept of culture is more 

tangible than that of Hofstede and have therefore decided to use Trompenaars' definition in this 

thesis.  

 

According to Trompenaars' theory culture consists of three layers: the outer, the middle and the 

core. Both the outer and middle layers are explicit whereas the core is implicit (Trompenaars: 

2003, pp. 21-23). The outer layer consists of what we see when we first arrive at a new country, 

i.e. artefacts, architecture, fashion, food, etc. The middle layer consists of something we cannot 

see but only experience when we arrive in a foreign country, namely their norms and values. 

Norms refer to what a society or group considers to be right or wrong and values refer to what a 

society or group consider to be good or bad. Norms, for instance, can be explicit in the shape of 

laws and regulations, whereas values are inward reflections in the sense that it gives people an 

idea of what the desired behaviour is (Trompenaars: 2003, p. 22). The core consists of our most 

basic assumptions about life and our surroundings. These basic assumptions have secured our 

survival for centuries in our respective natural environment, which have challenged the survival of 

different people in different ways such as earthquakes, hurricanes, droughts, avalanches, etc. all 

depending on geographic location. When these basic assumptions are questioned by outsiders, it 

usually leads to confusion or irritation, because they are so deeply embedded in who we are that 

they have become a matter of course and are more or less considered a fact of life. 
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As mentioned earlier, Hofstede operates with five dimensions: power distance, individualism, 

masculinity, uncertainty avoidance and long-and short-term-orientation. However, I will only use 

the first four dimensions as the fifth dimension does not include the cultures of Costa Rica and 

Ecuador among others. I do believe that how we manage time is an important aspect of our 

culture, however, as I cannot place some of the cultures that are central to this thesis in a graph 

and I do not care to guess where they should be, because that would corrupt my data, I have 

decided to leave that aspect out of the equation. In the following I will give a brief description of the 

four dimensions: power distance, individualism, masculinity and uncertainty avoidance as well as 

show in a graph in each dimension where the different cultures that I encountered are located in 

regards to each other. In all four dimensions, the two extreme sides of the dimension are described 

and reality is somewhere in between these two extremes. 

 

Power distance 

This dimension revolves around how we deal with inequality in society, more accurately how the 

less powerful members of society "expect and accept that power is distributed unequally" 

(Hofstede: 2005, p.46). Inequality in society also includes the relationships between family 

members as well as the relationships between student & teacher, boss & subordinates and citizen 

& state. In societies with large power distance inequality in society is expected and desired and this 

is something everybody learns at a young age. The children are raised to respect the older 

members of the family, especially the parents and grandparents, and society and are furthermore 

expected to be obedient of not only the parents, grandparents and older siblings, but also of the 

teachers (Hofstede: 2005, p. 53).  

 

The relationship with family is very strong and so is the dependence on family, which goes both 

ways. The children depend on their parents for advice and help to make important decisions and in 

return the children are expected to help their parents both financially and practically when and if 

needed later on in life. This means that family play an important, if not key role in every person's 

life and many of the characteristics of the 'family' relationship is copied into other relationships 

including those at the workplace. 

 

In countries with large power distance the subordinates expect to be told what task to do and how 

to do it by their boss and therefore a good boss in their opinion is a benevolent autocrat  or 'good 

father' (Hofstede: 2005, p. 55). Consequently, the relationship between superior and subordinates 

is of a more emotional character than in countries with low power distance.  
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In countries with low power distance equality and independence are the key words. From an early 

age children are treated as equals by the parents are encouraged to find their own way in life and 

be independent. At school the teachers also treat them as equals and learning is a two-way 

communication process, where the student is encourage to speak his/her mind even if it 

contradicts what the teacher has said. At the workplace the relationship between superior and 

subordinates is pragmatic and a good boss is a resourceful democrat, who the subordinates can 

consult with on various work tasks (Hofstede: 2005, p. 56). Moreover, the subordinates also expect 

that the superior consults with them on everything that has an influence on their work situation 

before any decisions are made. 

 

The different nationalities that I encountered can be seen in the diagram below, where their scores 

from the power distance index (ibid. pp. 43-44) are visible.  

Power Distance
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Individualism and collectivism 

This dimension revolves around how we relate to ourselves and other members of society, more 

specifically whether we identify ourselves as part of „we‟ or if we identify ourselves as „I‟. The 

societies in which people identify themselves as being part of a group, i.e. „we‟, are collectivist 

societies. In these societies, which constitute the majority of the world, the interests of the group 

prevail over those of the individual (Hofstede: 2005, p. 74). In contrast to this, the interests of the 

individual prevail over those of the group in individualist societies. 

  

In collectivist societies, family consists not only of the immediate family, i.e. parents, children and 

grandparents, but also aunts, uncles cousins, close friends of the family etc., which is known as the 
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extended family. The extended family often constitutes the „we‟ that individuals from collectivist 

societies identify themselves as being part of, because not only is the family a source of 

information and opinions that the individual take on as his/her own, it is also a source of friendship 

and status in society. This means that children are brought up with turning to the family for advice 

on different matters as well as information on what is going on in the world. Furthermore, 

friendships and other relationships have their roots in the family in one way or the other to ensure 

that the relationships meet the standards of the family as well as the status that the family holds in 

society.  

 

In collectivist societies status is something that is ascribed to you on the basis of different facts, 

such as family, job, friends and even age (the older you are, the higher your status is). 

Consequently, it is important that the people you surround yourself with are of similar status and 

someone you can trust not to bring shame on to you. Because in collectivist societies, shame or 

losing face is not something that only affect the person in question, but also that person‟s entire 

network will be affected. Losing face occurs when you or someone close to you does something 

unacceptable in the eyes of society, which can be anything from breaking the rules to failing to 

perform an expected task (ibid, p. 89). Because the family ties are so strong and sharing opinions 

with one‟s family is common practice, the communication does not need to be explicit and is 

therefore much more context based than in individualist societies, where speaking explicitly is 

essential as well as to speak one‟s mind and the truth regardless of the consequences. 

 

In individualist societies, family consists of the immediate family, i.e. parents, children and 

grandparents, which is also known as the nuclear family (ibid, p. 75).Here the children are brought 

up to be independent and make up their own mind on different matters rather than taking on the 

opinions of the family. There is not as much reliance on the family in terms of information about the 

outside world as well as for friendships and other relationships, which are usually formed 

independently and therefore require more caring and nursing as it is voluntarily formed without 

family strings attached. In these societies, people turn to the media for information on what is going 

on in the world and status is something you achieve through your actions and is therefore 

independent of who your family and friends are, which means that in order to have a high status in 

society you need to have accomplished something important or relevant to society. Individualist 

societies are known to have guilt cultures when it comes to acting against the norms and values of 

that given society (ibid, p. 89). This means that the perpetrator often feels guilty for what (s)he has 

done, but only the person in question is affected by his/her own actions and not that person‟s entire 

network. 
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Individualism
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Source: (ibid. pp.78-79) 

 

Masculinity and femininity 

In masculine societies, the gender roles are clearly distinct between men and women. Men are 

supposed to be assertive, tough and ambitious, which in many Latin American cultures is also 

known as „machismo‟, whereas women are expected to be tender and take care of relationship. 

This distribution of expected behaviour is apparent in the family where the father is expected to 

deal with facts and the mother is supposed to deal with feelings.  

 

In masculine societies, students often base their career choice on perceived career opportunities 

and value earning more money higher than having more leisure time, which corresponds with their 

work ethos „live in order to work‟ (ibid, p. 144). When a conflict or problem arises at the workplace, 

it is perceived as a win-lose situation where the strongest one wins. This notion that the strongest 

one wins or is successful prevails in most aspects of masculine societies as well as in attitudes 

towards different aspects of society, such as poverty.       

 

 In feminine societies, the key words are equality, relationships and quality of life and they are 

considered to be important in all aspects of life. In these societies, not only equality for women is 

important, but also equality for men, meaning that both genders share characteristics such as 

responsibility, ambitiousness, caring and gentleness. This also affects the gender roles, where 

there is no clear distinction and both men and women deal with the same aspects of family life, in 

that both parents deal with facts and feelings (ibid, p. 130).  
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In feminine societies, it is optional for both sexes to make a career; however, the career choice is 

more often based on an interest in the subject area than on career opportunities. Having a good 

relationship with one‟s superior and colleagues is important for a good working environment and 

when a conflict or problem arises, it is resolved by ways of compromise and negotiation in order to 

create a win-win situation for all involved (ibid, p. 143). Having more leisure time is valued higher 

than earning more money, which corresponds to the work ethos „work in order to live‟ (ibid, p. 144). 

Most feminine countries have a social welfare system where the government provides a minimum 

quality of life i.e. healthcare, education etc. through a redistribution of wealth by means of taxes. 

Because children are taught modesty and solidarity from an early age, helping the needy and less 

fortunate is important regardless of whether it is people in one‟s own society or abroad. 

 

Masculinty
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Source: (ibid. pp. 120-121) 

Uncertainty avoidance 

This dimension revolves around how people deal with ambiguous or unknown situations and 

whether they consider what is different to be dangerous or curious (ibid, p. 169). In countries with 

strong uncertainty avoidance, children are taught from an early age that what is dirty is dangerous 

and the classifications of dirty and dangerous are tight and absolute. This also applies to ideas, 

meaning that some ideas are good and some are taboo and also here the rules are firm. Children 

in countries with strong uncertainty avoidance are more often protected from experiencing 

unknown situations, because what is different is dangerous and they are furthermore taught that 

the world is a hostile place (ibid, p. 175). In these countries, it is more likely that the national 

language differentiate between a formal you and an informal you, each to be used in the 

appropriate situation.  
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Because the children have been raised with structure and firm rules in the family life, they have 

come to expect the same structure at school. This has an influence on the type of assignment they 

feel comfortable with, such as detailed assignments with one correct answer and strict timetables. 

The students furthermore expect the teacher to be an expert within his/her subject field and should 

therefore have all the answers (ibid, p. 179). The need for structure and rules are apparent in all 

aspects of society in countries with strong uncertainty avoidance, which means that there is an 

emotional need for many formal laws and informal rules to control the right and duties of 

employees and employers (ibid, p. 182). People feel a need to work hard and prefer to be busy, 

because time is money. 

 

In countries with weak uncertainty avoidance, children are also taught what is dirty can be 

dangerous, but the rules are more lenient and parents teach their children to give the benefit of 

doubt in unknown situations. The reason for this is that people from weak uncertainty countries 

consider and accept uncertainty as a normal part of life. This also affects how they view the world, 

which is as basically good and experiencing new things is often encouraged by the parents. 

Language wise the majority of the countries with weak uncertainty avoidance do not differentiate 

between a formal you and an informal you, e.g. the English „you‟.  

 

At school the desire for lenient rules continues and influences the type of assignments that the 

students prefer to work with, which are broad assignments with several possible answers and no 

timetables.  

 

In countries with weak uncertainty avoidance there is general consensus that there should be no 

more rules than strictly necessary and if the rules do not work, then they should be changed. 

Consequently, there are few and general laws and unwritten rules. People do not feel a need to 

work hard, but will if needed and they prefer to relax, because here time is not money but a 

framework where one can orient oneself in. 
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Source: (ibid. pp. 168-169) 

The projects 

In order to write the following, I used pieces of information which were given to me either by i-to-i in 

the welcome package or the locals working on the projects. The information I obtained from the 

locals was often given to me in a conversation where after I wrote it down or made a mental note of 

it, which means that I do not have an official source to match all the facts except for my second 

project in Costa Rica, which has a website. Furthermore, the volunteer work tasks that I have 

described are the tasks given to me while on the projects. This does not mean that all the 

volunteers over time have performed those specific tasks that I did as the tasks can vary 

depending on weather, season as well as the need of the local community. 

 

Ecuador 

In Ecuador I worked on a nature conservation project at the Biological Reserve Rio Bravo, which is 

situated in the heart of the Ecuadorian Andes and approximately 10km from the town of Mindo. 

The journey from Mindo takes almost two hours and has to be done in a four-wheel drive due to 

the mountainous terrain. The reserve is situated between two mountains and therefore contains 

both rainforest and cloud forest and as it is approximately 6,000hectares, large parts of the forest is 

completely undisturbed by humans, i.e. virgin forest. Due to its remoteness, not many tourists visit 

the reserve, which instead is visited by research groups and school groups, who come to study the 

plants and wildlife especially the many different types of birds. The reserve is looked after by Sonia 

and her younger brother Luis, whose uncle own the reserve, and they usually have 2-4 volunteers 

helping. We were only two volunteers there during my three week stay and that was Phil from 

Scotland and myself. The work we were doing was mainly trail maintenance and gardening, which 
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is always needed in the rainforest, because everything grows so fast and if you are not careful 

everything will be overgrown including buildings and trails, which due to the immense humidity and 

occasional rain have to be checked regularly. We also expanded existing compost, which included 

digging out fertile soil near a pond and relocated trees as well as cut the grass with a machete and 

rebuilt the steps on the trails that had been destroyed by the rain.  Because the reserve is relatively 

secluded, we were also more or less self-sufficient with a little help from the neighbour and his 

garden, which made our fruit and vegetable garden very important. The remoteness also meant 

that there was no electricity other than what an old generator and some solar cell could muster, 

which was not much and not enough to heat the water that came from an underground river. We 

had the weekends off, but for the most part we stayed at the reserve and went exploring there and 

saw a lot of wildlife.      

 

Costa Rica 

In Costa Rica I worked on two different conservation projects whereof one was quite similar to the 

one I worked on in Ecuador. The first project was a sea turtle and nature conservation project at 

Romelia Wildlife Refuge, which is situated at the Pacific coast on the Nicoya Peninsula near the 

town of Montezuma. The refuge is situated in the rainforest and close to the beach and the only 

way to get to the refuge is on foot along the beach. The refuge covers a total area of 415acres and 

protects beach and tropical forest areas on the Pacific coast (appendix IV, Romelia). We were 8-10 

international volunteers, one Costa Rican volunteer, one cook, one manager and his two assistants 

who were both Costa Rican and to begin with we shared the kitchen with a Nicaraguan refugee 

family who were living on the grounds but not working on the project.  

 

There was plenty of work to be done, both night and day, as the sea turtles only come up to the 

beach and lay there eggs after nightfall. This meant that the evenings and nights were spent 

patrolling the 3km stretch of private beach that belongs to the refuge to look after sea turtles as 

well as poachers. Because the beach was very flat and the tide very high, we had to relocate all 

the natural nests we found on the beach to the hatchery1 in order to ensure the survival of the baby 

turtles. When we came across a sea turtle our job was to document everything about the sea turtle, 

such as their size, any unusual markings, check their tags if they had any, and if not, then tag 

them. We would also take notes on the size of the nests for the purpose of relocation, especially 

the depth as it is the temperature in the nest that determines the sex of the turtles; as well as the 

                                                 
1
 A hatchery is a fenced in part of the beach situated at the highest point where all the sand has been cleaned in order to 

protect the eggs from crabs, mosquitoes and other predators including poachers. 
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number of fertile and unfertile eggs along with the average size of the fertile eggs, which is found 

by measuring 10 fertile eggs.  

 

During the day there always had to be at least one person at the hatchery to protect the nests from 

predators and poachers as well as help the baby turtles out of the hatchery and save them from 

the sun in case they came out during the day instead of at night-time. Some of the other work tasks 

that needed to be done during the day were trail maintenance, cleaning the living quarters and 

working in the greenhouse. At Romelia they are trying to grow vegetables that normally would not 

grow in the tropical forest due to humidity and heat in order to become more self-sufficient as the 

nearest town is a 30 minutes walk away along 4 different beaches and this walk cannot be made 

during high tide as most of the beaches are completely flooded at that time. During my stay at 

Romelia, we also built an outdoor kitchen due to conflicts with the Nicaraguan refugee family over 

the kitchen facilities. We furthermore had to reinforce the hatchery with sandbags and driftwood 

before and after extreme high tides, which occurred every two or three nights every fortnights. At 

this project it was not possible to get an entire weekend off, because somebody had to stay at the 

refuge to patrol the beach and watch over the hatchery. Instead we would get the occasional night 

and sometimes following morning off, which gave us the opportunity to go to Montezuma and 

check emails and relax. 

 

The second project I worked on in Costa Rica was a nature conservation project in the northern 

region of Bijagua, not far from the Nicaraguan border, situated just outside of the town Bijagua at a 

place called Las Heliconias Eco Lodge. Las Heliconias Eco Lodge is a private reserve and is run 

and owned by ten local families (http://www.heliconiaslodge.com/about). The lodge itself was built 

in 1996 and was financed by the World Wildlife Fund and a local conservation program. The 

grounds around the lodge consist of 80 hectares of both primary and secondary forest and borders 

up to the Volcano Tenorio National Park (http://www.heliconiaslodge.com/). The lodge also has a 

restaurant where both tourists and locals dine as well as enjoy the amazing view of Lake 

Nicaragua and the Miravelles Volcano.  

 

We were two international volunteers from i-to-i and two Costa Rican volunteers working there, 

however, we worked on different parts of the project. The other international volunteer, Debbie 

from England, and I worked on the conservation part, i.e. outdoors, and the two Costa Rican 

volunteers worked in the restaurant and in other indoor areas such as the laundry service and 

cleaning service. Nevertheless we would sometimes help each other in our respective areas, if 

needed. So when a large group of tourists were due to arrive at the lodge Debbie and I would help 
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clean and prepare the accommodations. The conservation work tasks at this project consisted 

mainly of trail maintenance, gardening and maintenance work. Because we were at the end of the 

rainy season, there was a lot of trail maintenance that needed to be done as well as general 

maintenance of the three hanging bridges, which are a part of the trail, such as changing screws 

and bolts. We also did a lot of gardening work i.e. cutting down old branches, plants and the grass 

to protect the tourists from venomous snakes and frogs which thrives in long grass and overgrown 

plants. This meant that the work was relatively dangerous as we saw many different venomous 

snakes, such as the yellow viper, when working in the garden, so we always had to work with the 

local wildlife guide, Henry, when working there. Henry was also participating in a local reforestation 

project with some of the local youths where tourists and locals can adopt a tree, which Debbie and 

I would sometimes help with as well. The work on the reforestation project included caring for small 

trees in the greenery as well as help planting the trees that were adopted on local farmers‟ lands. 

We had the weekends off and were encouraged to explore the surrounding national parks as well 

as the neighbouring country, Nicaragua, which Debbie and I did.  

 

Analysis  

In this section I will analyse the responses from the volunteers and locals and see if any patterns 

emerge. I will furthermore look into the role of the different nationalities and try to see how they 

influenced the responses and if so, in what way and is there a connection between the responses 

and Hofstede‟s four dimensions. In order to make graphs of the multiple choice questions and their 

different response alternatives, I have labelled them A, B, C, D with A being the first response 

alternative and B the second and so forth.  

 

When looking at the responses for question 1 from both the locals and volunteers, there does not 

seem to be a pattern at first glance as to which definition of culture the respective nationalities 

agree with except that no-one has chosen responses alternative A. 

 

1. Which definition of culture do you agree with? 

 A - Culture is simply what you see and hear when you first arrive at a new country 

 B - Culture is sharing opinions as well as norms and values 

 C - Culture refers to the ways of life of a given nation/region 

 D - Culture consists of several layers including all of the above. 
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Definition of culture
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However, after taking a closer look I noticed that the two German-speaking nationalities, German 

and Swiss German, were the only ones who did not choose D at all, which is the primary response 

for many of the other nationalities. For the German-speaking nationalities response alternatives B 

and C were the most popular, with B getting one vote and C three votes. Only two other 

nationalities had C as the most popular choice and that were the two Spanish-speaking 

nationalities, Costa Rican and Ecuadorian. However, for both the Spanish-speaking nationalities 

the second most popular response alternative was D and not B as it was for the German-speaking 

nationalities. Only the Costa Ricans and the British chose three different response alternatives, 

however, both with one clear winner. For all other nationalities, only one response alternative was 

chosen, namely D.  

 

To sum up question 1 and the patterns that emerged, the German-speaking and Spanish-speaking 

nationalities favoured response alternative C whereas all other nationalities favoured response 

alternative D. However, it is difficult to se their respective nationalities influenced their choice, 

because there is no right or wrong answer to this question; it is simply a matter of opinion and what 

you have been taught at school or elsewhere.   

 

With questions 6 and 7 in the questionnaire for the volunteers, I wanted to find out if there is a 

connection between nationality and who feel they can tell where people are from when they first 

meet them and what they think gives people‟s nationality away. I furthermore want to see if I can 

connect the responses to any of Hofstede‟s four dimensions.  
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Question 6 - volunteers
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As can be seen in the graph, the majority of the different nationalities feel that sometimes or often 

they can tell where people are from when they first meet them except one of the Germans, the 

Costa Rican volunteer and the Japanese/Australian volunteer, who all answered no. It is quite 

interesting that the three persons who answered no to this question all come from countries with 

relatively strong uncertainty avoidance and the only who answered yes, a British volunteer, comes 

from a country with relatively weak uncertainty avoidance. This could be connected with how they 

view the world, which leaves the Brit more open-minded to new impressions, because for the Brit 

what is different is curious (Hofstede: 2005, p. 176).  

 

When asked what they think gives a person‟s nationality away, the majority answered either 

physical appearance, such as facial features, hair colour, skin tone, tattoos, piercings and clothes 

or language and accents or both. Often people mentioned more than one contributing factor, such 

as clothes and accent. Another feature that some of the volunteers feel is a revealing factor is 

behaviour and attitude, such as how well people adapt to their new environment and how aware 

they are of their surroundings, not to mention how they interact with other people at the project and 

in the local community. 
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Question 7
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I find it quite interesting that most nationalities answered that there are more than one contributing 

factor except for the American and Canadian volunteers, who all feel that that they can tell where 

somebody is from based on their accent and language. I think that one of the reasons for this is 

that in their home countries English is the national language, except for the French-speaking part 

of Canada, and therefore the easiest way to tell whether somebody is from New York, Texas or 

Michigan is by listening to their accent, because most parts of the US have very distinctive 

accents. Whereas the Europeans are used to people speaking different language and most have 

English as their second language and therefore they do not solely trust their ears when guessing 

where somebody is from, but also rely on other factors. 

       

I also asked the locals if they feel that they can tell where a volunteer is from when they first meet 

them or if all volunteers seem similar to them. As can be seen in the graph below, the majority of 

Ecuadorians and Costa Ricans answered that sometimes they fell that they can tell which country 

or continent the volunteers are from when they first meet the, especially volunteers from well-

known or distinct cultures2. Only one Costa Rican answered yes and three answered no.             

                                                 
2
 A couple of the Costa Ricans answered that it was particularly the well-known cultures, that they could recognise, but 

did not elaborate it further. 
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Question 8 - the locals
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Some of the locals elaborated their answer a bit further and explained what they thought gave the 

volunteers‟ nationalities away. One of the Costa Ricans wrote that the volunteer‟s accent and 

clothes helped him determine where they were from3, whereas one of the Ecuadorians was much 

more specific. He wrote that the English are pretty expressive and nice, the Americans too and the 

Australians are more serious but nice people4.  

 

Communication 

When looking at the responses for question 2 in the questionnaire for the volunteers, it is apparent 

that almost all of the volunteers characterise their communication with the other volunteers as 

either excellent or good, i.e. response alternatives A or B.  

 

2. How would you characterise your communication with the other volunteers? 

 A - It has been excellent – no problems and misunderstandings at all 

 B - It has been good although there have been some misunderstandings 

 C- Not so good, I cannot always understand what the others mean 

 D - Horribly, I don‟t understand a word they are saying to me. 

 

                                                 
3
 Questionnaire for the Costa Ricans no. 10, my translation 

4
 Questionnaire for the Ecuadorians no. 2, my translation 
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Question 2 - volunteers
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As can be seen in the graph above, only one volunteer chose response alternative C and none 

chose response alternative D. The Swedish volunteer who chose response alternative C specified 

in the questionnaire who it was she did not always understand and that was one of the British 

volunteers by the name of Ben5.  

 

There does not seem to be a pattern in the responses, not even between the nationalities who 

speak the same language. However, I think one of the reasons for this is that the volunteers did not 

all work at the same project and therefore did not meet the same people or encounter the same 

cultures.  

 

There seem to be a greater consensus among the volunteers in regards to how they would 

characterise their communication with the locals, i.e. question 3 in the questionnaire for the 

volunteers. 

 

3. How would you characterise your communication with the locals? 

 A- It has been really good. I understand everything they say and do 

 B - It has been good though there have been some misunderstandings and I don‟t always 

understand them 

 C - Not so good, I have a lot of problems understanding them and what they do 

 D - It has been really bad, I don‟t understand anything they say or do. 

 

As can be seen in the graph below, all but one volunteer in Costa Rica chose response alternative 

B and the one British volunteer who did not choose B chose response alternative A.  

                                                 
5
 Questionnaire volunteers no. 8 
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Question 3 - volunteers in Costa Rica
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This means that none of the volunteers in Costa Rica felt that they had any severe problems with 

communicating with the locals in contrast to the volunteers in Ecuador where two British volunteers 

chose response alternative C and four volunteers chose response alternative B meaning that the 

volunteers in Ecuador found it a bit more difficult to communicate with the locals than the 

volunteers in Costa Rica. 

Question 3 - volunteers in Ecuador
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This difference between the volunteers in Costa Rica and Ecuador can be related to Hofstede‟s 

dimension „Individualism‟ where Ecuador scored the lowest of the eleven nationalities I 

encountered and all the volunteers‟ countries scored higher. In collectivist countries, such as 

Ecuador, the communication can be quite context based in contrast to individualist countries where 

the communication is often very direct (Hofstede: 2005, pp. 86-87). However, if this is the case 

then it should also be reflected in the responses from the volunteers in Costa Rica, because Costa 

Rica scored the second lowest of the eleven nationalities I encountered. This factor leads me to 

believe that it is more likely connected with language, more specifically the volunteers‟ Spanish 

skills and the locals‟ English skills. 



A volunteer culture? 
Britt Stridh Christensen 

 36 

I asked the locals the same question, how they would characterise their communication with the 

volunteers, with the same response alternatives and here the majority of both the Costa Ricans 

and the Ecuadorians chose response alternative A, as can be seen in the graph below.  

Question 2 - the locals
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 This means that the majority of the locals would characterise their communication with the 

volunteers as fantastic or good and only one Costa Rican felt that the communication with the 

volunteers had not been so good. I think it is interesting that the majority of the locals felt that the 

communication with the volunteers had been practically problem free whereas the majority of the 

volunteers felt that the communication with the locals had been good though there had been some 

misunderstandings. Nevertheless, I find it very positive that the majority of both the volunteers and 

the locals felt that the communication between them had been fantastic or good and none had felt 

that it had been horrible.  

 

I also wanted to find out what the volunteers had found challenging in communicating with the 

locals and as can be seen in the graphs below both the volunteers in Costa Rica and Ecuador 

characterised the language barrier as their greatest challenge. 

Question 10 - volunteers in Ecuador
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One of the British volunteers in Ecuador specified that it was the locals‟ use of slang that posed as 

a challenge whereas another British volunteer said nothing had posed as a challenge in 

communicating with the locals.  

Question 10 - volunteers in Costa Rica
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The Costa Rican volunteer in Costa Rica also answered nothing, which is understandable. One of 

the British volunteers in Costa Rica found it quite difficult getting directions from the locals due to 

the lack of street signs in Costa Rica and the use of building and landmarks to tell which way to go, 

which can be quite confusing. Nevertheless, the majority of the volunteers in both countries felt that 

the language barrier posed as the greatest challenger. However, when taking the language barrier 

out of the equation, almost all the volunteers were able to find other factors that played a role in the 

communication with the locals such as food, time and way of life6.  

Question 11 - volunteers in Ecuador
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6
 Some did answer specifically way of life, however, others answered party scene and acceptance of deceitful attitude, 

which I have put under way of life, because I find both aspects to be part of a given nation‟s way of life. 
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Question 11 - volunteers in Costa Rica
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I find it very interesting that the Costa Rican volunteer answered way of life as he is Costa Rican, 

however, he does specify his answer and explains that city life as he knows it from San Jose is 

quite different from the beach way of life, where the project took place7. In Costa Rica, six of the 

volunteers felt that the locals‟ way of life posed as the greatest challenge and three volunteers felt 

that the locals‟ work ethics posed as the greatest challenge communication wise. The volunteers 

who answered work ethics all referred to different aspects of work ethics, e.g. the Swiss volunteer 

found it challenging that the locals did not have any problems with a job not being done perfectly or 

as good as it could be done whereas one of the British volunteers found that how the working 

hours had been planned challenging8.  

 

In Ecuador, work ethics also posed as a challenge for two volunteers, but for the British volunteer 

here, it was more the locals‟ lack of consideration for the volunteer‟s limitations regarding hard 

manual labour9. The Australian volunteer in Ecuador wrote that he found the Ecuadorians to be 

very emotional people, which is something he is not used to dealing with10. This can be related to 

Hofstede‟s dimension „power distance‟, where Australia scored lower than Ecuador, as working 

relationships in countries with high power distance are more emotional than the working 

relationships in countries with low power distance.  

 

I was surprised to see that only two volunteers had chosen time as I had expected more to have 

answered that. Two of the volunteers in Costa Rica found the physical contact challenging, 

because they felt that their personal sphere was invaded by the locals, due to the local custom of 

                                                 
7
 Questionnaire Volunteers no. 9 

8
 Questionnaire Volunteers no. 7 and no. 4 

9
 Questionnaire Volunteers no. 19 

10
 Questionnaire Volunteers no. 16 
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kissing on the cheek as a form of greeting as well as not being able to walk down the street without 

being approached be locals. 

 

I asked the same question to the locals in Costa Rica and Ecuador, i.e. what they would 

characterise as their greatest challenge in communicating with the volunteers apart from the 

language barrier and some of their answers were quite similar to those of the volunteers as can be 

seen in the graph below.  

Question 10 - the locals
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I think it is interesting that work ethics is something that both the Costa Ricans and some of the 

volunteers have felt created a communication barrier. Both the Ecuadorians and the Costa Ricans 

felt that the volunteers‟ mentality posed as a challenge communication wise, however, many of 

them describe different aspects of the volunteers‟ mentality. For instance, one of the Costa Ricans 

wrote that often the volunteers want to do things their way without consideration for how the locals 

do things11 whereas another Costa Rican answered that sometimes the volunteers seem to forget 

that they are in different country where things are handled differently than what they are used to at 

home12. Two other Costa Ricans felt that often the volunteers were not interested in having a 

relationship with the other workers at the project other than each other, which I think is a quite 

interesting observation. I also find it interesting that one of the Ecuadorians and two of the Costa 

Ricans answered that nothing had posed as a challenge in communicating with the volunteers 

apart from the language barrier. 

 

To sum up, the majority of the volunteers characterised their communication with the other 

volunteers as having been either excellent or good. Moreover, the majority of the volunteers in 

Costa Rica characterised their communication with the locals as having been good and in Ecuador 

the majority of the volunteers characterised their communication with the locals as having been 

                                                 
11

 Encueasta para los habitantes de Costa Rica no. 10 
12

 Encueasta para los habitantes de Costa Rica no. 3 
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good and a minority of the volunteers there characterised as having been not so good. The 

majority of the locals in both Ecuador and Costa Rica characterised their communication with the 

volunteers as having been either fantastic or good. Both in Costa Rica and Ecuador, the majority of 

the volunteers felt that the language barrier posed as the greatest challenge in communicating with 

the locals and it was not until that was out of the picture before they answered other aspects, such 

as way of life and work ethics. For the locals, mentality, work ethics and interaction with other 

workers at the project were some of the aspects that they felt posed as a challenge in 

communicating with the volunteers apart from the language barrier.      

 

Cultural differences 

I wanted to find out what cultural experiences the volunteers had observed and between whom as 

well as what cultural differences the locals had experienced with the volunteers. In Ecuador, the 

volunteers all noticed the differences in the way of life in Ecuador compared to what they are used 

to in their respective home countries, as can be seen in the graph below. 

Question 4 - volunteers in Ecuador
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I find it very interesting that it is a male volunteer from Australia who refers to the Ecuadorian 

men‟s attitude towards women as chauvinistic and also point to the Ecuadorian women‟s accepting 

attitude of this behaviour13, which is also known as machismo, because both Australia and 

Ecuador are fairly masculine countries according to Hofstede‟s work.  The Australian volunteer 

furthermore noticed that how the locals look after their children is different than what he is used to. 

When asked between whom they had noticed the differences, the volunteers in Ecuador mainly 

answered the locals and the volunteers as well as between the volunteers, but did not specify it 

any further. The Australian volunteer answered between the men and women, but did not specify 

whether it was only between the local men and women or if it also included the male and female 

volunteers.  

                                                 
13

 Questionnaire volunteers no. 16 
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Question 5 - volunteers in Ecuador
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In Costa Rica, many of the volunteers also observed a difference in the way of life, but they 

focused on different aspects of it, such as personal safety, manners etc. A couple of the volunteers 

noticed that there was a difference in the distribution of gender roles, i.e. how the local men and 

women behaved around each other as well as the importance in family as can be seen in the 

graph below. 

Question 4 . volunteers in Costa Rica

0

1

2

3

US

Swiss
 (G

er
.)

G
er

m
an

Cost
a 

Rica
n

Brit
ish

Ja
pa

nes
e/A

us
tra

lia
n

Cana
di

an

Dani
sh

Swed
ish

work ethic

physical app.

way of life

phys. Contact

food

time

gender roles

  

It is interesting that in Costa Rica it is a female volunteer who noticed the local men‟s behaviour 

towards women and the local women‟s response to it, however, it is also understandable as many 

of the female volunteers experienced this behaviour themselves i.e. being hit on and men shouting 

„bonita‟ (beautiful) after them in the streets. Nevertheless, a male volunteer from Great Britain also 

observed this behaviour, however, for him it related more to physical appearance, especially dress 

style of the female volunteers, but also body art, such as piercings and tattoos on the male 

volunteers, because apparently body art is related to gangs in Costa Rica, which was something 

he was quite surprised to find out14. I also find it interesting that one of the male volunteers from 

Great Britain noticed a demographic difference in that he observed that people are younger in 

Costa Rica when they get married and have children15. Another cultural difference a couple of the 

                                                 
14
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volunteers observed was the whole time issue and many found life in Costa Rica to be more laid-

back and people as well as public transportation to be less punctual than they are used to in their 

respective home countries. 

 

When looking at between whom the volunteers noticed these cultural differences, they all have 

different answers, as can be seen in the graph below. 

Question 5 - volunteers in Costa Rica
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However, in contrast to the volunteers in Ecuador some of the volunteers in Costa Rica have 

specified between which nationalities or continents they had observed any cultural differences 

such as the Americans and locals. Furthermore, three of the volunteers in Costa Rica noticed a 

cultural difference between the men and women, which is quite interesting, because Cost Rica is a 

fairly feminine culture and therefore should „machismo‟ not play as big a role there as it should in 

Ecuador.   

 

When looking at what cultural differences the locals had noticed, it is interesting to see that they 

overall had noticed many of the same differences as the volunteers. 

Question 3 - the locals
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As can be seen in the graph above, many of the locals felt that language was the biggest cultural 

difference they had experienced with the volunteers. Many of the Costa Ricans also noticed a 

difference in cultures, but did not specify it any further. One of the Ecuadorians complimented the 

volunteers‟ work ethics and wrote that they are in general disciplined, punctual and practical16. I 

think it is interesting that some of the cultural differences that some of the volunteers noticed are 

also some that a couple of the locals noticed. 

 

I also wanted to find out what aspect of the Latin-American culture that had frustrated the 

volunteers as well as what aspects of the volunteers‟ culture that had frustrated the locals, if any. In 

Ecuador all the volunteers answered different things, as can be seen in the graph below, however, 

after having read through the Australian volunteer‟s response, many of things he has written are 

related to work ethics, which is what the Danish volunteer (I) answered. 

Question 8 - volunteers in Ecuador
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The different attitudes towards discipline and work ethics can be related to the nationalities 

different scores in Hofstede‟s dimension „power distance‟ where both Australia and Denmark 

scored relatively low and Ecuador high. Because in countries with small power distance, such as 

Australia and Denmark, people are used to taking initiative in the work place whereas in countries 

with large power distance, such as Ecuador, people are used to being told what to do17, which can 

be seen as lack of discipline by somebody who is used to taking initiative. For one of the British 

volunteers, a female volunteer, the Ecuadorian men and their behaviour towards women was a 

source of irritation, which is quite interesting as Great Britain actually scored slightly higher than 

Ecuador on Hofstede‟s masculinity index. However, in this case it is more a question of socially 

acceptable behaviour towards women and as she wrote, if a guy acted like the Ecuadorian men do 

in England he would be classified as sleazy, but in Ecuador this type of behaviour is perfectly 

normal18.  

                                                 
16

 Encuesta para los habitantes de Ecuador no. 3 
17

 Hofstede: 2005, p. 55 
18
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In Costa Rica, some of the volunteers from the same countries answered the same thing and 

others something completely different, as can be seen in the graph below. 

Question 8 - volunteers in Costa Rica
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The three German volunteers, all female, were frustrated with the fact that in Costa Rica it is not 

safe to walk around alone after dark, especially for women, as well as with crime and drugs in 

Costa Rica, which is very interesting, because I had expected them to be more frustrated with the 

time issue more particularly punctuality as the Germans are known for their punctuality, which even 

Hofstede refers to19. Nevertheless, some of the volunteers were frustrated with the time issue and 

they were the two American volunteers and the Costa Rican volunteer; which just goes to show 

that regional differences also plays a role. The Costa Rican volunteer also answered work ethics 

along with three other volunteers and they almost all refer to efficiency. Only one female volunteer, 

the Swedish volunteer, was frustrated with the Costa Rican men‟s behaviour towards women, 

however, she was more frustrated with the fact that it was difficult for her to discuss important 

issues, such as the environment, with male Costa Rican, because they did not listen to her opinion. 

She was also frustrated with the gender roles, because as she experienced it at her home-stays 

the women did all the work in the house, which shows that even the Costa Rica is fairly feminine 

and Sweden very feminine, that little difference does matter.  

 

I asked the locals the same question, i.e. what aspect of he volunteers‟ culture that had frustrated 

them, if any and the responses I received from the Costa Ricans were quite different than the ones 

I received from the Ecuadorians, as can be seen in the graph below. In Costa Rica a couple of the 

locals were frustrated with the volunteers‟ attitude towards drugs and their occasional consumption 

of drugs, whereas others were frustrated with the volunteers‟ mentality and behaviour. One of the 

Costa Ricans elaborated on this and wrote that sometimes the volunteers try to impose their 
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culture on the Costa Ricans and want to behave like they do at home without any regards to how 

life is in Costa Rica20.  

Question 9 - the locals
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 In Ecuador, none of the locals mention anything about drugs; in fact two out of three Ecuadorians 

said that nothing about the volunteers‟ culture frustrated them. The one who answered eating 

habits elaborated it further and explained that he had observed that Europeans in general eat what 

you serve to them (except for the vegetarians, of course) whereas the Americans are more picky. I 

think this is a very interesting observation and something I cannot explain other than perhaps the 

Europeans are more aware of their behaviour being perceived as offending than the Americans, 

but I cannot place this in any of Hofstede‟s four dimensions. 

  

I was curious to know whether the locals felt that there was a connection between the volunteers‟ 

behaviour and their nationality as well as whether they had experienced more problems with 

volunteers from one specific country or if it was a variety of countries. Out of the ten Costa Ricans 

who filled out the questionnaire, eight said yes and two said sometimes there is a connection 

between the volunteers‟ behaviour and nationality in their opinions. In Ecuador it is pretty much the 

same picture with two answering yes and one sometimes, which means that all the locals believe 

that there is or sometimes is a connection between the volunteers‟ behaviour and which country 

they are from. Moreover, none of the locals in both countries had experienced more problems with 

volunteers from one specific country, but said it was either a mixture of countries or none at all, as 

can be seen in the graph below. 
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Question 6 - the locals

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

Ecuadorians Costa Ricans

one country

a mixture

none

sometimes

 

Those who answered a mixture of countries, three of them elaborated it a bit further and mentioned 

some countries, USA, England and Spain with England being the only country mentioned by all 

three. This means that although the locals in both countries think that there is or sometimes is a 

connection between the volunteers‟ behaviour and nationality they have not experienced more 

problems with volunteers from one specific country.  

 

To sum up, both the volunteers and the locals noticed several cultural differences between each 

other and in some cases the differences they noticed were the same, such as way of life. The 

volunteers had also observed several cultural differences in both Ecuador and Costa Rica, 

between the locals and volunteers as well as between men and women, especially the local men‟s 

behaviour stood out to many of the volunteers. The locals all believe that there is a connection 

between how the volunteers behave and where they are from, but they have not experienced more 

problems with volunteers from one specific country.  

  

Cultural similarities 

I also wanted to find out what cultural similarities the volunteers had noticed between themselves 

and the other volunteers as well as whether these similarities had an influence on the locals‟ 

perception of the volunteers, i.e. whether the locals see the volunteers as one collected group or 

they observed cultural differences between the volunteers. In Ecuador, the volunteers had noticed 

that they are all accustomed to another living standard than the locals and also have a different 

attitude. 
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Question 9 - volunteers in Ecuador
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 As can be seen in the graph above, only one volunteer answered something different than the 

others, namely everything. The British volunteer elaborated it a bit further and explained that at the 

project where she worked, all the volunteers were British except for one Canadian, so there the 

age gap constituted the only difference in behaviour among the volunteers21. In Costa Rica the 

volunteers found several similarities among each other and two of the most recognised ones were 

living standards and similar mindsets, as can be seen in the graph below. 
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The really interesting detail about this is that the Costa Rican volunteer is one of the six who 

answered living standards and under question 10 he elaborates it a bit further and says that 

because he is from the city, he is used to a different way of life than the locals at the project and 

therefore finds it easier to get involved with the volunteers than the locals22. A couple of the 

volunteers also noticed that they had the same interests that some of the other volunteers and one 

volunteer also pointed humour out.  

 

                                                 
21

 Questionnaire volunteers no. 19 
22

 Questionnaire volunteers no. 9 



A volunteer culture? 
Britt Stridh Christensen 

 48 

As mentioned earlier, I was curious to find out whether the locals were able to differentiate 

between the volunteers‟ different nationalities or if they see them as one collected group and their 

response can be seen in the graph below. 

Question 4 - the locals
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I interpret the answers „yes‟, „no‟ and „sometimes‟ as responses to whether they see the volunteers 

as one group and therefore I will say that the majority of the locals see the volunteers as one 

collected group either always or sometimes. Only one person, a Costa Rican answered „no‟ i.e. 

that he does not see the volunteers as one group, but have in fact observed cultural differences 

between the volunteers. 

 

To sum, many of the volunteers in both Ecuador and Costa Rica observed that most of the 

volunteers are accustomed to similar living standards or have similar mindsets and interests. This 

might also influence the locals‟ perception of the locals, because all the locals but one Costa Rican 

said that they see the volunteers as one group sometimes or always. 

 

Intercultural communication 

Because the overall subject in this thesis is intercultural communication, I was curious to find out 

how many of both the volunteers and the locals had heard of it before as well as what they think it 

refers to hence the last two questions in both questionnaires.  
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As can be seen in the graph above, the majority of the Costa Ricans and Ecuadorians all said that 

they had heard of intercultural communication before, whereas half of the British volunteers said 

„no‟, they had never heard of intercultural communication before. In fact, the only ones who 

answered „no‟ were the volunteers whereof the majority was British. In total seven volunteers said 

that they had never heard of intercultural communication before, seven volunteers said they had 

heard of it before and six volunteers said „maybe‟, which makes the volunteers‟ responses quite 

evenly distributed. In contrast, the Ecuadorians were in full agreement as they all answered „yes‟ 

and the Costa Ricans were almost in full agreement with only two answering „maybe‟, whereof one 

was a volunteer, and the remaining answering „yes‟ they had heard of intercultural communication 

before. 

 

However, when it came to defining intercultural communication the responses varied, as can be 

seen in the graph further below. As mentioned earlier, there is not really a right or wrong answer to 

this question, although response alternative C might not be considered to be a definition of 

intercultural communication by the experts within the area.  

 

What do you think „intercultural communication‟ refers to? 

 A - Communication across cultural boundaries 

 B - How people from different countries and cultures behave, communicate and perceive 

the world around them 

 C - A specific way of communicating between different cultures. 
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0

1

2

3

4

5

6

US

Swiss
 (G

er
.)

G
er

m
an

Brit
ish

Ja
pa

nes
e/A

us
tra

lia
n

Aus
tra

lia
n

Cana
di

an

Dani
sh

Swed
ish

Cost
a 

Rica
n

Ecu
ado

ria
n

A

B

C

 

Nevertheless, four volunteers and four Costa Ricans (excluding the Costa Rican volunteer) chose 

response alternative C. Response alternative B was the most popular one for the Costa Ricans, 

Ecuadorians and the Americans as well as overall with fourteen votes distributed over six different 

nationalities. Response alternative A was the second most popular with twelve votes also 

distributed over six different nationalities and was the most popular response alternative among the 

British volunteers. I find it interesting that none of the different definitions of intercultural 

communication received significantly more votes than the others and I cannot explain this, because 

I had not expected that response alternative C would receive as many votes as it did. I had 

expected it to be a two-horse-race between response alternatives A and B. However, I was also 

surprised to see how many had never heard of intercultural communication before, especially 

among the volunteers, because all the volunteers I met and talked with had all as a minimum 

finished an upper secondary education and many also had a university degree. Unfortunately, I did 

not think to ask the locals about their educational background, so I cannot really compare the 

educational background of the volunteers with that of the locals. 

 

To sum up, nearly all of the locals answered that they had heard of intercultural communication 

before and those who did not answer „yes‟ answered „maybe‟. The volunteers were almost evenly 

divided between those who had, those who had not and those who maybe had heard of 

intercultural communication before. When asked what they thought it refers to, the responses were 

almost evenly divided between the three response alternatives, with response alternative B (how 

people from different countries and cultures behave, communicate and perceive the world around 

them) receiving two votes more than A and four more than C.   
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Discussion 

As mentioned in the analysis, some of the responses from the volunteers and the locals were quite 

surprising to me and different from what I had expected. This made me curious to find out whether 

the culture clashes that should have occurred according to Hofstede‟s theory occurred and 

between who they occurred. When looking at the different countries‟ score in Hofstede‟s four 

dimensions23, there are some noticeable differences between some of the countries, which could 

and perhaps should have caused some culture clashes, but did they? 

 

Individualism 

In the dimension Individualism, it is clear to see that there is a large gap between the two Latin-

American countries and the US, Australia and the European countries with Costa Rica and 

Ecuador scoring respectively 15 and 8 in the Individualism Index whereas the US, Australia and 

the European countries all scored between 67 and 91 with the US scoring 91 and thereby ranking 

no. 1 in this dimension in total (Hofstede: 2005, pp. 78-79). As such, culture clashes within this 

dimension are to be expected with such a large gap between the individualist countries such as the 

US, Great Britain and Australia, and the collectivist countries such as Ecuador and Costa Rica. 

However, none of the volunteers have mentioned anything that frustrated them about the 

Ecuadorian and Costa Rican culture that can be related to this dimension other than the 

communication. As mentioned in the analysis, two of the British volunteers in Ecuador 

characterised their communication with the locals as – not so good, I have a lot of problems 

understanding them and what they do. This could be related to the volunteers‟ Spanish skills and 

the Ecuadorians‟ English skills; however, it could also be related to the individualism dimension as 

high-context communication prevails in collectivist countries such as Ecuador. 

 

One of the Costa Ricans, a young male, gave a surprising answer to question 9 – what aspects of 

the volunteers‟ culture has frustrated you, if any? Because his answer was their independence24, 

which is something that is very relevant to this dimension as it shows the differences in children‟s 

up-bringing in collectivist and individualist countries. In collectivist countries, such as Costa Rica, 

children are taught interdependence i.e. to rely on the family and vice versa, whereas children in 

individualist countries, such as Great Britain, are taught to be independent. 

 

Overall these two examples were the only ones I came across in regards to the dimension 

Individualism, which is not much considering what could have been. Hypothetically, the collectivist 
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Costa Ricans and Ecuadorians could have been frustrated with the individualist volunteers‟ habit of 

putting their own interests before those of the group as is common practice in individualist 

countries. And many of the individualist volunteers could hypothetically have been frustrated with 

the collectivist Costa Ricans and Ecuadorians‟ habit of putting group harmony above all else 

including speaking one‟s mind. Nevertheless, none, neither the locals nor the volunteers have 

made any such reference, which I find quite interesting. 

 

Power Distance 

In the dimension Power Distance only Ecuador has a score that is significantly higher than the ten 

remaining nationalities I encountered (ibid. p. 43). This means that if any culture clashes were to 

occur within this dimension, they should have occurred in Ecuador between the locals and the 

volunteers at the various projects. Out of the six volunteers who worked on projects in Ecuador, 

two of them had noticed a cultural difference between themselves and the locals that can relate to 

this dimension. They, an Australian and a Dane, were both frustrated with the locals‟ work ethics 

and discipline, which can be related with their countries different scores in the Power Distance 

Index, as in countries with large power distance, such as Ecuador, the employees are used to 

being told what to do and how to do it by the employer and therefore not used to taking initiative; 

whereas in countries with small power distance, such as Australia and Denmark, the employees 

are used to taking initiative in work situations. As such, people from countries with small power 

distance can perceive people from countries with large power distance as lacking discipline, 

because they rely on their superior to tell them how to solve a problem or execute a work tasks as 

well as what work task to execute. 

 

Another aspect of this dimension that came to my attention that shows the differences between 

countries with small and large power distance is the strong ties with family. In one of my 

conversations with one of the local Ecuadorians, a 47-year-old female, she told me that her mother 

died at a young age and as the oldest of 14 she took over the role of mother and raised her 

younger siblings. This is a very good example of the strong ties with family as well as the 

dependence on family which are quite characteristic of countries with large power distance, where 

the relationship with family is usual very strong. 

 

Overall two out of six volunteers in Ecuador noticed a cultural difference that relates to this 

dimension, which means that one third of the volunteers noticed these differences including myself 

and therefore I would say that there were some culture clashes within this dimension, however, it 

was not only in Ecuador that they occurred. Because some of the volunteers in Costa Rica also 
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noticed some cultural differences that can be related with this dimension, namely work ethics 

including efficiency. The Japanese/Australian volunteer observed a difference in efficiency 

between what she is used to at home in the UK and at her project in Costa Rica. However, this 

difference in efficiency did not cause any frustration, it was merely an observation. One of the 

British volunteers and the Danish and Costa Rican volunteer were all frustrated with different 

aspects of the local Costa Ricans‟ work ethics, which is quite surprising as Costa Rica and Great 

Britain have the same score in the Power Distance Index, but Denmark has a lower score than 

Costa Rica, which can help explain the difference in work ethics noticed by the Danish volunteer 

(ibid.). As such, some of the volunteers and locals experienced culture clashes that were to be 

expected according the countries respective score in the Power Distance Index, however, there 

also occurred some culture clashes that were not as expected, because the countries involved had 

the same score and one of the volunteers who noticed a difference in work ethics was furthermore 

Costa Rican working on a project in Costa Rica. 

 

Uncertainty Avoidance 

In the dimension Uncertainty Avoidance the scores of the respective countries are more evenly 

divided than in the other dimensions, however, there are some differences in that Costa Rica, 

Ecuador, Germany and Japan25 all have a score well above 50 with Costa Rica and Japan as the 

highest scorers; whereas Great Britain has a score just above 30 and Denmark and Sweden both 

have a score below 30 (ibid. pp. 168-169). This means that if any culture clashes were to occur 

within this dimension, they would most likely occur between Costa Rica, Ecuador and Germany, 

i.e. the countries with high uncertainty avoidance and Great Britain, Denmark and Sweden i.e. the 

countries with low uncertainty avoidance according to Hofstede‟s theory. 

 

When looking at the responses from the locals and volunteers, none of them really seem to 

mention anything that frustrated or irritated them that can be related to this dimension. I find this 

very interesting, because theoretically there should have been some misunderstandings or 

frustrations related to this dimension, but there does not seem to be any, at least not any  that the 

locals and volunteers have experienced or observed. Hypothetically, some of the people from 

countries with low uncertainty avoidance, such as Great Britain and Sweden, could have been 

frustrated with the need for rules they might find unnecessary, but people from countries with high 

uncertainty avoidance, such as Costa Rica and Germany, find them very necessary. Moreover, 

some of the people from countries with high uncertainty avoidance could have been frustrated with 
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the lenient attitude towards rules that some of the people from countries with low uncertainty 

avoidance might have displayed. 

 

However, although none of the locals and other volunteers have not written any observations down 

that can be related to this dimension, I did notice something at the first project I worked on in Costa 

Rica, which I found a bit odd at the time, but did not pay any particular attention to and 

retrospectively it could very well be related to this dimension. At the project at Romelia Wildlife 

Reserve, I noticed some posters from ASVO26 hanging around the volunteers‟ quarters stating the 

rules for the volunteers working on the project at Romelia. Unfortunately I did not write them down 

or take a photo of them, nevertheless I do recall some of them, although not the exact wording of 

them, such as „Act mindfully‟, „No alcoholic drinks‟, „No use of illegal drugs‟ etc. To me, many of 

theses rules seemed unnecessary to have in writing all over the volunteers‟ quarters, because I 

think of them as common sense when working as a volunteer abroad. I did not think anymore of it 

until I was writing the theory section, more specifically about uncertainty avoidance and then I 

realised that although I find these rules unnecessary, they are very important to the local Costa 

Ricans, because rules in general are very important to people from countries with high uncertainty 

avoidance, such as Costa Rica, as they represent an emotional need.  

 

Masculinity 

In the dimension Masculinity, Sweden, Denmark and Costa Rica all have a very low score 

especially compared with the US, Switzerland (Ger.), Ecuador, Great Britain, Australia, Japan and 

Canada who all have a high score as well as a relatively even score with the exception of Japan 

who has a slightly higher score than the rest (ibid. pp.120-121). When looking at the responses 

from the volunteers, there is one thing that many of them have noticed and that is the local men‟s 

seemingly chauvinistic behaviour towards women as well as the local women‟s accepting attitude 

of this behaviour, which is also known as „machismo‟. As explained earlier, „machismo‟ refers to a 

phenomenon known from Latin America where the gender roles are clearly defined and the men 

are expected to be very macho and the women are expected to be a combination of near-saints 

and submissive (Hofstede: 2005, p. 129). However, according to Hofstede „machismo‟ is mainly 

known in the masculine Latin American countries where there is also a large power distance, but if 

that is truly the case then why did the volunteers in Costa Rica observe „machismo‟ there, as Costa 

Rica is a feminine country with a fairly small power distance?  
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When looking at the historical background of Costa Rica along with the cultural profile27, some of 

the country‟s feminine characteristics are quite evident, such as its highly functional welfare 

system, the fact that it is a very stable democracy with extremely few civil wars or for that matter 

wars in general in its history and the fact that it has no standing army. Moreover Costa Rica‟s 

desire to protect its natural environments as well as the amount of resources it spends on 

protecting its nature through national parks and biological reserves are all aspects highly related 

with femininity. As such, it is quite clear that it is a feminine country, but for some reason it has not 

had a noticeable effect on the gender roles, more specifically „machismo‟, which there could be 

several reasons for. One reason could be that perhaps „machismo‟ is not solely connected with this 

dimension, but a left-over from the Spanish conquistadores and European settlers who never really 

left the country in that 94 per cent of the population today are of European descent 

(http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/2019.htm). Because based on my own experiences in Latin 

America, „machismo‟ is quite dominant in all of the Latin American countries I have visited, 

however, it has been displayed in different ways, such as men shouting or whispering „bonita‟ or 

„linda‟ (both words for beautiful) after me in the streets, men following me are walking next to me in 

an attempt to get my attention or be seen with me by friends and thereby get attention from the 

local women and men. Nevertheless, I have had similar experiences in Latin Europe, e.g. Spain, 

Portugal and Italy, which leads me to suspect that it is simply a part of the Latin culture that 

outsiders cannot truly comprehend or understand and therefore not solely connected with 

Masculinity, but also something more, however, what exactly I do not know. Moreover, some of the 

volunteers from masculine countries also observed cases of „machismo‟ and some were even 

frustrated by it, even some of the male volunteers.  

 

As such, many of the culture clashes that somewhat relate to this dimension all revolve around 

„machismo‟ and therefore did not follow the theory as they occurred between the locals of the two 

Latin American countries and the international volunteers and not between the people from the 

feminine countries and those from the masculine countries as it should have been according to the 

theory.       

 

External factors 

The following is based solely on my observations and experiences in regard to what external 

factors I think played a role in creating a volunteer culture. As for which external factors that played 

a role, I have narrowed it down to two; isolation and i-to-i.  

 

                                                 
27

 Both can be found in Appendix III 

http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/2019.htm


A volunteer culture? 
Britt Stridh Christensen 

 56 

At the very first project in Ecuador, we were, as mentioned earlier, quite isolated from the rest of 

the world and therefore did not really have any contact with outsiders during the week. This meant 

that for the most part we lived in our own little world in the forest and because we were only four 

people in total, two locals, Luis and his older sister Sonia and two international volunteers, Phil 

from Scotland and me from Denmark, we soon came to feel like family. I often talked with Phil 

about this and he agreed with me. He also felt that we were like a small family consisting of a 

mother, our food-mum Sonia, and three children as Sonia was some years older than the rest of us 

and Phil and Luis were almost the same age. We all had a set routine; after breakfast, Luis, Phil 

and I would go to work in the forest or garden and Sonia would clean up the kitchen and start 

preparing for lunch. When lunch was ready, she would call for us and after lunch we would all 

return to our respective work tasks with Sonia in the kitchen and the rest of us in the forest or 

garden. Dinner was served in Sonia‟s dining room and after dinner Luis, Phil and I would stay and 

play cards and sometimes Sonia would join us after she had finished cleaning up after dinner. After 

only a few days in this routine, both Phil and I felt like part of the family and that feeling only 

somewhat disappeared when real relatives came to visit on the weekends, but even then we did 

not feel like visitors, we still felt like we belonged there at Rio Bravo Biological Reserve. 

 

At the first project I worked on in Costa Rica at Romelia, there was a similar feeling among the 

volunteers and locals involved in the project. Although we were only a 30 minute walk away from 

the nearest town, it felt further away due to the high tides, which made it impossible to walk into 

town during high tide, because the beaches were completely flooded. The high tides along with the 

limited free-time due to the sea turtles meant that we only went in to town once or twice a week 

and only for short periods and therefore spent most our time at Romelia. This also meant that the 

locals did not go home in the evening or after they had finished their shift, but stayed at the project. 

There were separate sleeping quarters for the volunteers and locals working on the project, but 

everything else was shared. This meant that we worked, ate and slept side by side more or less, 

which gave us plenty of time and opportunity to get to know each other and bond and that is what 

we did. Again it felt like we had created our own little world where all new-coming volunteers were 

welcomed in to when they arrived at the project and within a few days it felt like they had been 

there the whole time. I also noticed that our language changed a bit in the sense that we talked a 

lot about the sea turtles and took on new vocabulary we learned in connection with our work at the 

project, such as „hatchery‟ and everybody were in tuned with it. Sometimes when we went in to 

town and meet other volunteers from other projects, I noticed that they often had to ask us to 

explain some of the things we were talking about, because they did not understand us, as they did 

not understand what all the words we used meant. I furthermore noticed that the manager at this 
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project was really good at delegating the work tasks not only to his assistants but also to the 

volunteers who had expressed experience within a certain field. For instance, I had told him that 

my grandparents were farmers and that my family had always had a large fruit and vegetable 

garden, and in return he gave me the responsibility of planting tomatoes in the greenery at the 

project and told me to take some volunteers with me and one of the assistants, so they could learn 

how to do it. This display of trust in the volunteers‟ ability and experience was taken very positively 

by everyone involved and strengthened the bond between all of us, because it made the 

volunteers feel more included and it gave the locals the opportunity to learn something new, which 

they were very interested in. 

 

At the second project I worked on in Costa Rica at Heliconias, things were different than at the two 

previous projects. Firstly, the project was situated in the outskirts of a small town, which meant that 

more tourists visited and almost all the locals who worked on the project went home to their 

families every day after their shift. Secondly, because there was a restaurant at the project where 

some of the locals from the town came to dine once in a while, we were not as isolated as we had 

been at the two previous projects. Consequently, there was not the same intimate atmosphere at 

this project and I did not feel as strongly connected with the locals at the project, because I only 

saw them during the day when we were working and judging from the responses from some of the 

locals from this project28 I was not the only one who felt that way. As mentioned in the analysis, 

some of the locals from this project had written that they were frustrated that some of the 

volunteers did not seem interested in interacting with the other workers at the project. However, I 

do no think that it is solely lack of interest from the volunteers‟ part, but also lack of opportunity as 

the only opportunity we had to talk with the other workers at the project was during the lunch break, 

because after work they went home and we stayed behind. As such, the volunteers mainly bonded 

with each other, because we were the only ones who were there in the evenings apart from one or 

two locals working at the front desk. 

 

Overall I would say that isolation played a vital role in creating an intimate atmosphere where the 

volunteers and locals could bond, because it puts them in a similar situation away from home and 

family. This also increased the willingness and opportunity of the locals and volunteers to form a 

relationship that was desired and entered voluntarily, but still based on the given circumstances in 

that there was nobody else to talk with. Because the two first projects were almost completely 

isolated from the rest of the world, we were able to create our own little world, which consisted of 
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several different people and therefore also of different aspects of different cultures, which we all 

brought with us.  

 

The other external factor that I think played a role in creating a volunteer culture is, as mentioned 

earlier, i-to-i. During the in-country orientation the local i-to-i staff gave us all a description of the 

local culture, what to expect in general and at the projects as well as the do‟s and don‟ts of their 

country along with what is considered sociable acceptable behaviour in the local communities. All 

these pieces of information helped us volunteers to get pass the initial culture shock, because we 

were prepared for it and we had been told how to handle the different situations. I think it also gave 

us the courage to be more open-minded than usual and more acceptable to trying new things and 

not expect everything to be as we are used to. 

 

To sum up, many of the culture clashes I had expected to occur according to theory often did not 

occur and the culture clashes that did occur were often few and not as severe as they could have 

been when looking at the different countries‟ respective scores within the four dimensions. 

Furthermore, there were also some culture clashes that occurred, which cannot completely be 

explained by the theory, namely machismo. As for which external factors that played a role, I would 

say that the isolated placement of two of the projects played a vital role in connecting the people 

working on the project with each other, thereby giving us the opportunity to create our own world or 

culture without many disturbances from the outside world. Moreover, I also think that the 

organisation i-to-i played an important role, as the local i-to-i office prepared us for what was to 

come and gave us the tools to deal with the new and different aspects of the local culture, which 

helped many volunteers get passed the initial culture shock and thereby giving us the courage to 

be more open-minded as well as more acceptable of becoming part of something new and for 

many people different, namely the opportunity of being a part of a volunteer culture.   

       

Conclusion 

The two questions I have been searching for an answer for throughout this thesis are:  

 

When volunteers from different countries work together on a project, do they create a mutual 

culture that surpasses their national cultures? And what external factors play a role?  

 

To answer the second question first, I have noticed that isolation in regard to the location of the 

project plays a vital role for several reasons. First and foremost, it puts the volunteers and the 
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locals in a similar situation in that both parties do not have the possibility of going home in the 

evenings, but live, eat, work and sleep side by side everyday. Secondly, because they live 

together, they have the time and opportunity to really get to know each other and thereby create an 

intimate and homey atmosphere. Thirdly, because there was limited contact to the outside world, it 

reinforced the feeling that we had created our own little world. Furthermore, as the first two projects 

I worked on were quite isolated compared to the last project I worked on in Costa Rica, I was able 

to observe and experience the significance of isolation. Based on that I would say that an isolated 

location of a project provides very good conditions for the people involved in the project to create 

their own little world and thereby a mutual culture.  

 

Another external factor, I would say played a role is the organisation i-to-i in that all the pieces of 

information they gave to us during the in-country orientation were something we could use at our 

respective projects. During the in-country orientation all of us volunteers also had the opportunity to 

get to know each other before we went out to our respective projects, which gave us the feeling of 

having a network in a foreign country and that is a very reassuring feeling to have, because then 

you do not feel so alone.  

 

Overall isolation and i-to-i played a role in giving the opportunity and the tools to create a mutual 

culture. However, I would not say that they are the only external factors that played a role; they are 

just the ones I have observed. There could easily be other factors that I have not noticed for 

different reasons or do not feel qualified to comment on, such as personality. 

 

As for the first question, I would say that based on several different aspects all covered in the 

analysis and the discussion that the volunteers in cooperation with the locals create a mutual 

culture, a volunteer culture, which to some degree surpasses their national cultures. When looking 

at the communication, the vast majority of both the locals and the volunteers would characterise 

their communication with each other as being fantastic, excellent or good, but with some 

misunderstandings. When asked what had been the most challenging aspect in communicating 

with the locals, almost all of the volunteers answered the language barrier and it was not until that 

was taken out of the equation that some of them answered something else. Overall, almost 

everybody agreed that the communication had been either fantastic or good, which is a very 

positive result.  

 

Both the volunteers and the locals observed and experienced cultural differences, but not as many 

as there could have been according to Hofstede‟s theory. When looking at the different countries‟ 



A volunteer culture? 
Britt Stridh Christensen 

 60 

respective scores in four of Hofstede‟s dimensions, there should have been more culture clashes 

than what the volunteers and locals noticed, at least in theory. However, when looking at the 

responses from the locals and volunteers it is clear to see that many of the culture clashes that 

should have occurred often did not. Nevertheless, in the case of „machismo‟ it was the reverse 

situation as it was also noticed by the volunteers in Costa Rica, where it should not have occurred 

according to the theory.  

 

 In conclusion, I would say that the volunteers and locals involved in the projects created a mutual 

culture that surpassed their national cultures. However, those projects that are located in isolated 

areas provide a better foundation for creating such a culture in that there are so few disturbances 

from the outside world and the people involved in the project live together. Furthermore, the 

information that the volunteers received from i-to-i also helps, in that it prepares the volunteers for 

what is to come and gives them the tools to handle it.  

 

Moreover, I believe that the mutual culture at the various projects is a combination of the local 

culture and the cultural influences from the different international volunteers who have worked on 

the projects over the years the projects have existed. As such, it is almost always changing as it to 

some degree adapts to the people working on the projects at a specific time. This means that when 

a new group of volunteers arrive at a project, they adapt to the culture at the project, but the culture 

also to some extent adapts to them and their cultural backgrounds as the foundations for a 

volunteer culture have already been laid by those who have worked on the project previously, but 

the new-comers also have an influence on it; that is at least my theory.  

 

Based on the responses from the locals and the volunteers as well as my conversations with them, 

I would say that the other volunteers also felt that they became a part of the local community at the 

projects and to some degree felt at home at the projects and in some cases even like part of the 

family. That sense of belonging along with good communication laid the foundations for creating a 

mutual culture, a volunteer culture; however, some external factors do play a role, such as isolation 

and the organisation i-to-i.  
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Appendix I - i-to-i 

History 

i-to-i was founded in 1995 by Deidre Bounds who decided to start her own ethic travel company 

after spending time abroad teaching English as a foreign language in Japan, China and Greece. 

She started with offering weekend courses where people could learn how to teach English as a 

foreign language (TEFL) and from there it just took off.  

Today i-to-i train more than 10,000 TEFL teachers a year and the TEFL course is accredited by the 

Open and Distance Learning Council (ODLQC), which is a guardian of the British government to 

ensure quality in open and distance learning. It was set up by the British government in 1968, but 

is today an independent organisation (kilde). In the travel section, i-to-i place over 5,000 volunteers 

in locally run and operated projects all over the world on an annual basis. 

 

Philosophy 

On their website, i-to-i writes: “Respectful and informed cultural exchange is at the very heart of 

what we do”(kilde). There are several other places where they emphasises that going abroad with 

them, especially as a volunteer, is not only a life changing experience but also a unique cultural 

experience, as the volunteers not only work alongside the local people on the projects but also live 

with them in the local community. As such, the volunteers will gain a better understanding of the 

local way of life, because they are experiencing it on a daily basis and thereby gain a deeper 

insight in the local culture. 

i-to-i is against aid reliance and therefore does not give direct funding to the projects they work with 

but have instead created a fund from which the projects can apply for financial support. i-to-i 

instead seeks to support the local community by using locally run accommodation for the 

volunteers and locally owned transport. This means that the booking fee that the volunteers pay i-

to-I does not go directly to the project they are going to work on, but does support the local 

community as it pays for food, accommodation and transport for the volunteer.  

i-to-i also points out on their website that the cultural exchange that takes place between the 

volunteers and the local community goes both ways. Not only do the volunteers gain a better and 

deeper understanding of the local culture but also give the local people the opportunity of learning 

about a new country and culture they might not have heard of before or would ever have had the 

possibility of learning about. As i-to-i writes on their website: ”By taking these small steps (and 

travelling with an open mind) maybe, just maybe, we can all become a little closer and break down 

the misunderstandings and stereotypes that separate us”. (kilde)     
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The organisation 

Today i-to-i is an international organisation with offices in the UK, US, Ireland and Australia and 

cooperates with other travel agencies such as STA Travel and Lonely Planet to name a few. On a 

worldwide basis i-to-i employs 130 people whereof 50 work full time in the i-to-i offices, 40 are 

overseas coordinators, 30 are freelance TEFL tutors and 10 are in-country leaders. All of these 

employees contribute to sending more than 5,000 volunteers to 500 countries in 5 continents a 

year as well as train 15,000 TEFL teachers  whereof 500 of them end in paid teaching jobs abroad. 

 

 

The projects 

The projects that i-to-i cooperates with are all locally run and locally organised meaning that they 

have either been started by the local community or a local NGO. In Costa Rica i-to-i also 

cooperates with the organisation ASVO, the Volunteer Association for the Protected Areas, which 

is a non-profit ONG. Everybody who wants to work as a volunteer on any conservation project in 

Costa Rica must register with ASVO including i-to-i volunteers.  

 

In order to ensure that the projects i-to-i cooperates with are safe for the volunteers to work on, i-

to-i has created i-to-i Venturesafe, whose responsibility it is to set an industry standard for 

volunteers and travellers to refer to. As such, i-to-i is the first volunteer travel company that has 

developed an external monitoring system that assess risk levels at the different projects they send 

volunteers to. It falls under the responsibility of the in-country coordinators to assess all the 

projects and suppliers in their respective countries in order to ensure that they comply with i-to-i 

safety standards. The projects and the suppliers are also audited on a regular basis to make sure 

that they continue to meet the standards set by i-to-i Venturesafe. Furthermore, i-to-i Venturesafe 

keeps a detailed database of all accidents and incidents overseas in order to track and record 

them. 
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Appendix II -Ecuador 

In order to write a historically accurate timeline with the most important events, I have used three 

different sources for information, so that it would not be too one-sided. The three sources I have 

used are the Lonely Planet: South America on a shoestring, Latin American Business Cultures and 

the U.S. Department of State‟s background notes on Ecuador, which is also the primary source 

used for facts and figures as it contain the latest figures from 2009. 

Ecuador is the second smallest country in South America and is one of the most bio diverse 

countries in the world. Unlike Costa Rica, Ecuador has a long and rich indigenous history that 

continues up until today. Before the Incas arrived to Ecuador in the 15th century, there were three 

important indigenous cultures present in Ecuador and they were the Cañari in the south, the Quitu-

Caras, who were a merger of the peaceful Quitu from the highlands and the expansionist Cara 

from the Coast and together the Quitu-Caras were the dominant force in the highlands until the 

1300s where the third culture, the Puruchá, became increasingly powerful in the highlands. 

When the Incas reached Ecuador in the 15th century, they encountered fierce resistance from both 

the Cañari and the Quitu-Caras. However, Incas triumphed over both these cultures and in just one 

battle near the city Otavalo, the Incas massacred thousands of Caras and then dumped the bodies 

in a nearby lake thereby turning its water red of blood according to legend. This gave the lake its 

name Laguna Yaguarcocha, which means Lake of Blood. The subjugation of all of Ecuador 

especially the north took many years during which time the Inca ruler Tupac had fathered a son, 

Huayna, with a Cañari princess. Huayna grew up in Ecuador and when the time came he 

succeeded his father Tupac as ruler of the Inca Empire. Huayna fathered two sons, Atahualpa and 

Huáscar, and when he died in 1525 he left the Empire not to one son as was tradition, but to both 

his sons, which caused internal struggles that lead to civil war. After a couple of years of civil war, 

Atahualpa managed to defeat his brother, but when the Spanish conquistadores arrived in Peru in 

1532 it was a weakened and still divided Empire he was ruling. It only took the Spanish three years 

to fight off the Inca warriors and thereby control the former Inca Empire. Although many indigenous 

people died of diseases and in battle against the Spanish, there were still enough left for the 

Spanish to organise a system of forced labour.        

It took more than 250 years for the first serious attempt of independence from Spain took place. In 

1809 a partisan group took Quito and installed a government, but it only lasted 24 days as royalist 

troop regained control of Quito. In 1822 the independent forces succeeded in defeating the royalist 

troop and Ecuador joined Simon Bolivar‟s Republic of Gran Colombia. Ecuador, however, only 

remained a part of Gran Colombia for eight years and in 1830 it became fully independent. For the 

next couple of decades, political instability marked the country as warfare between liberals and 
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conservatives took place. The rivalry between the two political wings also took place 

geographically as Quito emerged as the main centre for the church-backed conservatives and 

Guayaquil, the second largest city in Ecuador, as the main centre for the liberals and socialists. 

The rivalry has escalated to violence on several occasions and in some cases even extreme 

violence. In 1875 the conservative president García Moreno was shot and killed and in 1912 the 

liberal president Eloy Alfar was killed and burned by a mob in Quito.  

The political turbulence continued into the 20th century including a period of military dictatorship 

from 1972 until 1979 before Ecuador returned to democracy. On two separate occasions, the 

power to rule the country has been handed over to the vice-president. The first occasion was a 

culmination of many things, the last one being when President Mahuad declared his plan to 

exchange the national currency to US dollars due to the country‟s severe financial problems. On 21 

January 2000 protesters led by a three-person junta forced Mahuad to resign and handed the 

power over to vice-president Noboa who went along with the dollarization. The other occasion was 

in 2002 when Colonel Lucio Gutiérrez, one of the members of the three-person junta, won the 

presidential election based on a leftist, populist agenda and promises to end governmental 

corruption. However, shortly after taking office he backed down on his promises, adopted a 

relatively conservative fiscal policy and expelled his rivals from the Supreme Court among other 

things, which all lead to a public uproar and in April 2005 the Congress decided by vote to replace 

Gutiérrez with vice-president Alfredo Palacios. 

 

On 29 November 2007 a new constitution was drafted and came into effect in October 2008 and 

became Ecuador‟s 20th constitution since independence from Spain. The political instability in 

Ecuador is reflected in its popular disillusionment, traditional power structures and weak political 

institutions, which is clearly shown in the organisation of the political parties that have historically 

been loose and dependent on a charismatic leader to secure votes rather than ideology. This type 

of politics is very common in Latin American and is known as personalismo. In the 1996 election 

the indigenous population participated actively thereby abandoning their traditional shunning of 

elections. They now play an important role in Ecuadorian politics as they account for approximately 

25 per cent of Ecuador‟s 14.5 million population (http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/35761.htm), 

which is a massive difference to Costa Rica‟s 1 per cent.  

 

Cultural profile 

When looking at Ecuador according to Hofstede‟s theories, it is clear that Ecuador has a relatively 

large power distance and is furthermore extremely collectivist ranking 73 out of 74 on the 

individualism index along with Guatemala just below and Panama, Venezuela and neighbouring 

http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/35761.htm
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country Colombia above. This combination of large power distance and strong collectivism is quite 

typical for Latin American countries and the Latin American need for charismatic political leaders, 

personalismo, is a great example of this.  On the masculinity index Ecuador scores fairly high and 

substantially higher than Costa Rica and ranks 17-18 along with South Africa and closely followed 

by the US and Australia. On the uncertainty avoidance index Ecuador is in the lower half ranking 

42 just above Germany and is furthermore the lowest ranking Latin American country in this 

dimension. 
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Appendix III - Costa Rica 

In order to write a historically accurate timeline with the most important events, I used three 

different sources for information so that it would not be too one-sided. The three sources I have 

used are the Lonely Planet: Costa Rica, Latin American Business Cultures and the U.S. 

Department of State‟s background notes on Costa Rica, which is also used as the primary source 

for facts and figures as it contains the latest figures from 2009. I furthermore used the National 

Biodiversity Institute of Costa Rica as the primary source for the part about the Costa Rican 

environment and the facts and figures hereof.   

Costa Rica is a quite remarkable country and differs from most other Latin American countries in 

more than one way. Historically Costa Rica stands out as it is one of the very few Latin American 

countries that hardly has any visible artefacts left from its pre-Colombian era. There are several 

reasons for this; however, the main ones are that the location of the country along with its high 

mountains and swampy lowlands impeded the migration of advanced cultures such as the Aztecs 

and Mayas. Another reason is that at that time Costa Rica was sparsely populated by indigenous 

people, who were poorly organised and offered little resistance to the conquering Spaniards who 

killed the majority part of the indigenous population with the diseases they brought with them. Of 

the present 4.3 million population only 1 per cent is of indigenous extraction and 94 per cent are of 

European descent (http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/2019.htm).  

During the colonial era, Costa Rica was one of the poorest colonies in the Spanish empire and as 

there were only very few indigenous people left and there were no resources to import slaves with, 

the settlers had to do all the work themselves. Consequently, Costa Rica was not under strong 

Spanish rule and therefore went its own way. This distance from Spain became even more evident 

in 1821 when the news of Central America‟s declaration of independence from Spain did not reach 

Costa Rica until one month after it had taken place. Shortly thereafter, Costa Rica joined the other 

Central American countries in the United Provinces of Central America in 1823. Because Costa 

Rica had not had strong colonial institutions and there had been an early modernisation of the 

economy along with an increased export of coffee, the country became more successful with 

stable foundations for democracy. As the export of coffee grew, the many coffee growers became 

increasingly rich and in particular three families became quite powerful and are still considered to 

be so today in the sense that they have provided the majority of Costa Rica‟s presidents.  

The shift to democracy took place in 1889 as the first democratic elections were held where the 

rich coffee growers as well as the poor peasants voted. 

http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/2019.htm
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The 1940s marked a decade with social reforms such as land reform, minimum wage, paid 

vacation and social security that were supported by the poor and criticised by the rich. It was also 

the decade in which the 40-days civil war took place, which claimed over 2,000 lives. This civil war 

was a result of tensions in connection with allegations of fraud in the presidential election in 1948. 

In the year after the civil war, the Costa Rican Constitution came into effect in which blacks and 

women were given the right to vote, a neutral election tribunal was established to ensure fair and 

free elections, a presidential term limit was established and the armed forces were outlawed 

leaving Costa Rica without a standing army, which still holds true today.  

 

After the formation of the Constitution, the country returned to stability with social and economic 

progress as well as free and fair elections. It was not until the 1980s that Costa Rica experienced 

another crisis, but this time it was a financial crisis leaving the country with the unfortunate honour 

of having the greatest debt per capita in the whole world. The financial crisis and the overwhelming 

debt were a result of many different aspects such as the costs of social welfare, plummeting prices 

on coffee, banana and sugar as well as the disruption to trade caused by the war in the neighbour 

country, Nicaragua. In 1986 Costa Rica elected Oscar Arias as president and his main efforts to 

help the country out of the crisis consisted of bringing peace to all of Central America. In 1987 his 

efforts paid off as his Central American peace plan was signed by the five other Central American 

presidents. Arias later went on to receive the Nobel Peace Prize for his achievements.  

 

Today Costa Rica is known for its export of coffee, banana and sugar as well as its incredibly rich 

and diverse nature, which draws over 1.5 million tourists a year to the country. Costa Rica is 

furthermore one of the top 20 most bio diverse countries in the world and more than 500,000 

species are found here that makes up 4 per cent of the total species found worldwide. As such, 

Costa Rica has spent substantial resources on protecting its environment and today a little more 

than 25 per cent of the country is under some kind of governmental protection, which has also 

boosted the country‟s ecotourism. Costa Rica has furthermore a very comprehensive legal 

framework for the conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity, which has been further 

strengthened by the enactment of the Biodiversity Law from 1998 

(http://www.inbio.ac.cr/en/inbio/inb_queinbio.htm). Costa Rica moreover stands out from other 

Central American countries by having the highest social indicators in health and education in the 

region with a literacy rate of 95.2 per cent and a health care system of the highest standard in Latin 

America (http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/2019.htm).  

  

Cultural profile 

http://www.inbio.ac.cr/en/inbio/inb_queinbio.htm
http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/2019.htm


A volunteer culture? 
Britt Stridh Christensen 

 70 

When looking at Costa Rica‟s ranking in Hofstede‟s 4 dimensions29, the Costa Rican culture can be 

described as having an exceptionally low power distance especially compared to other Latin 

American countries but also quite group oriented, which is an usual combination as the countries 

with low power distance such as Great Britain and Australia for the most part are individualistic. 

Costa Rica is in fact an exception to the Latin American rule of dependence on a charismatic, 

political leaders also known as personalismo30. In the masculinity – femininity dimension, Costa 

Rica scores the highest feminine ranking of all the Latin American countries though closely 

followed by Chile. Costa Rica‟s social welfare system along with its efforts to protect its natural 

environment are good examples of the feminine characteristics described by Hofstede. As for the 

uncertainty avoidance dimension, Costa Rica scores fairly high and is ranked 17-22 along with 

among other Argentina, Chile, Panama and the old colonial power Spain.    

                                                 
29

 In this case it is only 4 as Costa Rica and Ecuador are not ranked in the fifth dimension – the long term orientation 

Index. 
30

 For more information on personalismo, please see ”Ecuador”. 
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Appendix IV - Information from i-to-i 
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Appendix V – Questionnaire volunteers  
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Appendix VI – Questionnaire locals Ecuador  
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Appendix VII – Questionnaire locals Costa Rica 










































