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3.1. Introduction: Why is Hierarchy Relevant?
Hierarchy and status play an essential role in students’ life since universities are hierarchical, and many 
interactions are formal. When we think of hierarchy and status from the perspective of international 
students and their adaptation to a new environment, it is essential to understand the main factors  
on which status is based in a host culture. Many questions have to be answered. What factors determine 
people’s place in the university hierarchy? How do I show respect to teachers, staff members, and 
colleagues? How do professors interact with students?

3.2. Cultural Differences in Attitude to Status and Hierarchy
Different cultures perceive hierarchy, power, and status in different ways. The focus will be placed  
on two typologies of cultures based on status-related dimension:

• G. Hofstede (Hofstede 1980; Hofstede/Hofstede/Minkov 2010) – low (small) and high (large) power 
distance cultures;

• F. Trompenaars and Ch. Hampden-Turner (2012) – achieved status and ascribed status cultures. 

Power distance refers to the degree to which individuals, groups, or societies accept inequalities  
(e.g. inequalities in power, status, wealth) as unavoidable, legitimate, or functional. In other words,  
‘the extent to which less powerful members of institutions and organisations within a country expect 
and accept that power is distributed unequally. Institutions are the basic elements of society, such 
as the family, the school (from primary school to university), and the community; organisations are  
the places where people work’ (Hofstede/Hofstede/Minkov 2010, p. 61).

In high power distance cultures, people believe that inequalities among members of the society 
are expected and desired. Hierarchy in organisations reflects existential disparities between more 
upper and lower levels. Power relations are paternalistic and autocratic. Cultures with a high power 
distance value status and seniority. Status is mainly ascribed and based on such factors as gender, race, 
parental social status, family origins, and ethnic backgrounds. Contradictory, in low power distance 
cultures, people believe that inequalities among society members should be minimised. Hierarchy  
in organisations means an inequality of roles, established for convenience. Lower power distance 
cultures strive more for competence and a consultative style. Status is mainly achieved and based on 
merit. It reflects personal skills, abilities, and efforts (Trompenaars/Hampden-Turner 1998; Hofstede/
Hofstede/Minkov 2010; Daniels/Greguras 2014). 

Within the Higher Education system, questions of hierarchy, power, and competences are of high 
importance. Universities are hierarchical and based on lots of dependencies (i.e., students from 
professors, professors from deans, deans from higher authorities, both students and professors 



20
This project has been funded with support from the European Commission. 

This communication reflects the views only of the author, and the Commission cannot  
be held responsible for any use which may be made of the information contained therein.

from administration). When staff and students from high and low power distance cultures interact, 
misunderstandings and critical incidents can occur. An example of such a situation is described in the 
critical incident ‘Angry Student (AT)’. The Austrian staff represented low power distance culture in 
which status is based upon competences and the position held. The staff was in charge of the students’ 
exams, so she was in a position of ‘power’ to administer the requirements after the Studieneingangs- 
und Orientierungsphase (STEOP) exam. She had an official position in the university to deal with these 
formal requirements. The Egyptian student represented a high power distance culture in which status 
is ascribed and based on age and gender. The student was much older than the teaching assistant. 
Therefore it was a challenge for him to assume that a younger woman is competent to deal with his 
issue and has more status than him in this particular situation. 

In high power distance cultures, the educational process is highly personalised: what is transferred is 
not seen as an impersonal ‘truth’, but as the personal wisdom of the teacher. Teachers are perceived 
as ‘gurus’. Quality of learning depends on the excellence of the teacher, and teachers should take 
all initiatives. In contrast, in low power distance cultures, teachers are experts who transfer ‘truths’ 
and ‘facts’ that exist independently of particular teachers. Quality of learning depends on two-way 
communication and the excellence of students. Teachers expect initiatives from students in the class. 
(Hofstede/Hofstede/Minkov, 2010). Therefore a Russian student (who represented higher power 
distance level than her French colleagues) was surprised that they decided to lie down on the floor or 
sit freely in the space in front of the professor during the lecture. For he, this lack of manifestation of 
authority (status) implied that the professor did not deserve authority, and at the same time did not 
have enough knowledge to transfer it (‘Sitting on the floor (FR)’). 

Similarly, the French teacher representing a high power distance culture identified a student with no 
interest in following the class and told her to leave. From his perspective, his role is to educate and help 
the student to realise that this class was not good for her. At the same time, the fact that the student 
was focused on her phone instead of listening to the lecture was from his perspective lack of respect to 
the teacher’s authority (‘Go home! (FR)’). 

In high power distance cultures, students speak up only when invited. While in low power distance 
cultures, students expect to be treated as equals and many times assume that communication should 
be on an equal footing. Therefore an American student was surprised when the teacher introduced 
himself, not giving the floor to students to do the same. Since it was her first day of class in the Master’s 
programme, the student expected to be treated in a different and more individualistic way since her 
studies were advanced (‘No introduction (AT)’).

In all cultures, students are supposed to address teachers with respect. However, in some cultures, 
like Portugal, Poland or Austria, usage of professional titles is essential. Therefore Portuguese students 
were shocked when their Brazilian colleague addressed the teacher using her first name instead of 
using the professional title (‘Addressing academics (PT)’). 
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3.3. Critical Incidents on Hierarchy
Overview table

Title Country Narrator Other 
person

Situation Topic

Addressing 
academics

Portugal International student Brazil Classroom 
outside of class

Hierarchy

Angry student Austria Local staff Egypt Bilateral 
meeting

Hierarchy/ gender

Sitting on the 
floor

France International student Russia Plenary class 
session

Hierarchy

Go home! France International student China Plenary class 
session

Hierarchy

No introduction Austria International student USA Plenary class 
session

Hierarchy (Main 
topic: Verbal 
communication)
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