Knowledge Management & E-Learning: An International Journal, Vol.2, No.4. 448

Cross-Cultural Challenges in Web-Based Instruction

Bolanle A. Olaniran*

Department of Communication Studies
Texas Tech University

2500 Broadway, Lubbock, TX 79409, USA
E-mail: b.olaniran@ttu.edu

Natasha B. Rodriguez

Department of Communication Studies
Texas Tech University

2500 Broadway, Lubbock, TX 79409, USA
E-mail: natasha.rodriguez@ttu.edu

Indi M. Williams

Mary Lou Fulton Institute & Graduate School of Education
Arizona State University

Tempe, AZ 85287-0211, USA

E-mail: indi.m.williams@gmail.com

*Corresponding author

Abstract:  Web Based Instruction (WBI) possesses great potential for
delivering e-learning solutions into Lower Economically Disadvantaged
Countries (LEDCs) and organizations with virtual networks of employees
spread across the globe. However, these e-learning solutions are not without
cross-cultural challenges. In order to adequately utilize these resources, it is
imperative that developers and organizations understand how to address
differences in norms, preferences and values of culturally diverse individuals
when designing WBI. When instruction does not effectively address student
needs, users can be distracted, or even discouraged, from completing
instruction and quite possibly reject the technology through which the
instruction is delivered. The purpose of this paper is to present an examination
of cross cultural challenges in implementing WBI, through a discussion of
Hofstede’s (1980) cultural dimensions, cultural technology perceptions,
language barriers and user needs. The paper concludes with a discussion the
implications of WBI and future trends in WBI design.
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1. Introduction

Web Based Instruction (WBI), commonly referred to as e-learning, is a form of
instruction that entails the delivery of learning and curriculum materials through Internet
Communication Technologies (ICT) to individuals in distant or remote locations. This
form of instruction is readily being utilized in various regions around the world. In
particular, e-learning is believed to be a possible solution to deliver instructional content
to Lower Economically Developed Countries (LEDCSs) in order to address extremely low
education and technical literacy rates in many diverse parts of the globe. However, in
order to realize e-learning objectives, it is also important to address its limitations. Most
e-learning solutions implemented in Economically Developed Countries (EDC) by nature
assume that all learners are self-motivated to be in control of their own learning. This
however, is not always the case. Cultural norms, traditions and values, greatly influence
both learning decisions, and learning outcomes (Olaniran, 2007a). These factors not only
increase uncertainty within the e-learning environment, but they also heighten the need
for a culture centered design and development of the WBI technology.

Similarly, organizations employing the use of virtual resources implement WBI
technologies to foster organizational goals, idea generation and knowledge creation. Thus,
as more organizations begin to use ICT in business and continue to employ individuals
from various parts of the world, they are faced with similar cultural challenges as to how
to design and implement technology that will foster cross-cultural communication and
increase productivity without hampering organizational unity. However, a simple focus
on organizational goals, in the absence of cultural implications, is not a viable solution
(Olaniran, 2007a, 2007b). In order to increase the success of e-learning solutions,
different designs must be developed to enhance the learning environment and create a
meaningful learning experience for all employees involved. Subsequently, for these
changes to occur, a deeper understanding of cross-cultural differences is essential.

Although the use of the Internet for collaborative learning is growing at an
amazing rate, there remain both technical and socio-cultural challenges to
implementation. Schneckenberg (2009) argues that underlying challenges to the
acceptance and adoption of elLearning in higher education are due to “structural
peculiarities of universities and cultural barriers” (p. 414). Unfortunately, these
difficulties affect both the novice and the long term user alike. Scholars have reported
that some learners are even frustrated with the technology early in the course, and that the
technology predisposes these learners to information overload (e.g., Attack, 2003;
Baruzzo, Dattolo, Pudota, & Tasso, 2009; Niedderhauser, Bigley, Hale, & Harper, 1999).
Other problems with WBI include: uncertainty as to when and how to complete
assignments, feeling out of place with class discussion, feeling a sense of isolation from
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other students and displaying an unwillingness to contact instructors, even when it is
evident that a student needs help. At the same time, the asynchronous learning
environment, commonly found in WBI, also creates problems with students who are
unable to employ effective time management skills (Attack, 2003; Liao & Huang, 2009;
Milstead & Nelson, 1998; Niederhauser et al., 1999). Furthermore, value preferences,
instructor roles, language barriers and societal norms all greatly affect e-learning
acceptance and ultimate use (Olaniran, 1993, 2007a).

A critical challenge of the implementation of WBI, however, lies in the
installation of these solutions within varied and distinct cultures, whose differences may
potentially cause these “Westernized” technologies to be viewed as an invasion to their
cultural values, norms and identity. In order to address these cross-cultural issues, it is
essential to understand how culture plays a critical role in determining the four aspects of
technology (a) if and how it is adopted; (b) how it is used; (c) how messages are
structured and interpreted; and, (d) the structure of learning activities. Therefore, it is
imperative to match learning content to the needs of the learners such that this content is
designed based upon a clear understanding of its cultural implications.

The goal of this paper is to examine the cross-cultural challenges of WBI and to
present a picture of technology through the examination of Hofstede’s (1980) cultural
dimensions, the propensity to use WBI technologies, perceptions of culture and
technology, language barriers, and media choice as directed through cultural preferences.
The paper concludes with a discussion of e-learning solutions in the workplace,
implications and future trends in WBI design.

2. Theoretical Framework
2.1. Web-Based Instruction and Culture

In order to begin a discussion of Web Based Instruction, it is important to be cognizant of
the role of geographical distance and culture. It is only with this knowledge that the
accommodation of the different learning needs for different cultures can be addressed.
Additionally, cross-cultural understanding allows for the promotion of equitable learning
outcomes for targeted learners, and the support of education and technological literacy
that improves socio-economic opportunities in developing nations. In general, geographic
cultures have significant implications for the adoption of web based instruction (WBI)
and technological innovation. However, it is also important to look at the dimensions of
cultural differences to understand exactly how culture affects the usage, or technology
within a society.

The four dimensions of cultural variability consist of power distance, uncertainty
avoidance, individualism, and masculinity (Hofstede, 1980, 2001; See also Dunn &
Marinetti, 2002 overview of cultural value orientations and cultural dimensions). More
than arbitrary categories of culture, these four dimensions result from data collected from
fifty countries and three world regions (Hofstede, 1980, 1983). Past research has used
these dimensions to operationalize cultural differences and their effects on intercultural
communication interactions (Gudykunst, Chua & Gray, 1987; Olaniran, 1996; Olaniran
& Stewart, 1996; Roach & Olaniran, 2001; Sanchez-Franco, Martinez-Lopez, & Martin-
Velicia, 2009).

Power distance, is defined as "the extent to which the less powerful members of
institutions and organizations accept that power is distributed unequally" (Hofstede &
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Bond, 1984, p. 418). Uncertainty avoidance describes "the extent to which people feel
threatened by ambiguous situations and have created beliefs and institutions that try to
avoid these" (Hofstede & Bond, 1984, p. 419). Of these dimensions, the most frequently
discussed, when it comes to culture and online learning is the individualistic/collectivistic
dimension (Tapanes, Smith, & White, 2009). Individualism-collectivism acknowledges
the fact that in individualistic cultures, "people are supposed to look after themselves and
their family only,” while in collectivistic cultures, "people belong to in-groups, or
collectivities, which are supposed to look after them in exchange for loyalty" (Hofstede
& Bond, 1984, p. 419). The Masculinity dimension addresses cultures in which
“dominant values in society are success, money and things,” while femininity refers to
cultures "in which dominant values are caring for others and quality of life" (Hofstede &
Bond, 1984, p. 419-420). All of these dimensions have been directly linked to e-learning
(Olaniran, 2007a). Furthermore, it is accepted that the cultural motivations of individuals
play a significant role while representing the foundation of e-learning (Henning, 2003;
Schneckenberg, 2009; Van Dam & Rogers, 2002).

Using Hofstede’s (1980) dimensions of cultural variability, Van Dam & Rogers
(2002) discuss design elements and actions for the adaptation of e-learning. Within the
uncertainty avoidance dimension, e-learning issues of security and risk are of primary
concern (see also Tapanes et al. 2009). For instance, e-learning is expected to be seen in
high-risk countries (i.e., culture) as something intriguing and potentially fun, motivational
and interesting; while in a high security country it can be perceived as dangerous, or
downright risky. Power distance, which is a measure of inequality in a given culture,
suggests that in high equality cultures, concerns arise as to the expectations that
knowledge is being shared or distributed equally. In a high status culture, however,
expectations call for “telling” strategies where the knowledgeable are required to teach
whatever is needed to be learned (see also Sanchez-Franco et al., 2009).

Specifically, Lee and Johari (2004) examine WBI use in China (i.e., a high power
distant culture) and note that the technology platform introduces a “Westernized, liberal
democratic” method of communication, which in essence, biased users toward these set
of values (see also Tapanes et al., 2009; Thurber, Pope, & Stratton, 2003). Individualism
then suggests that in a high independence culture, there is a sense of controlling one’s
destiny as far as career and work choices. But in a collectivistic culture (group oriented)
the success of the group is more important. The Masculine-feminine dimension describe
the idea of work-life balance in which work focus countries require achievement and
recognition, (i.e., people live to work), whereas in a life focus culture, work related issues
including learning must be performed within the context of life (i.e., people work to live).

Despite decentralization and opportunity for increased participation facilitated by
WBI technologies in certain cultures, most cultures still remain high context and power
distant (e.g., Japanese culture). In a high-context culture, information is internalized in
persons or situations, while power distant cultures recognize or accept the fact that power
is not evenly distributed (see Hall, 1976; Hofstede, 1980). These cultural categories have
implications for implicit and explicit communication tendencies and the general
propensity to use technology in global education and e-learning (see also Olaniran, 2009).
For instance, Chinese students “are more silent, passive, diligent, formal, and content-
oriented in discussions; deferent to teacher; have concern for others; and worry about
losing face” (Zhu, Valcke, Schellens, 2009, p. 34). Zhu et al. (2009) noted Western
cultures generate very different educational philosophies and beliefs in comparison to
Asian cultures, which can affect the acceptance of WBI technology. Therefore, cultural
factors tend to influence how individuals use or view communication technologies and
the interpretations drawn from messages distributed through them. Devereaux and
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Johansen (1994) argued that it might be difficult to get people to use certain technology
such as Computer-Mediated Communication (CMC) systems in power distant cultures
where status dictates every aspect of interpersonal communication. Therefore, technology
transfer, the likes of WBI technologies, are not value free but instead value laden (Aydin,
Mclsaac, & Johari, 2004; Lee & Johari, 2004; Olaniran, 2007a, 2007b, 2009; Thurber, et
al., 2003). Nevertheless, others (e.g., Ess, 2002) have argued the “soft deterministic”
effect of technology, which implies that every culture tends to find ways to adapt
technologies to their cultural communication and none disputed the fact that cultural
differences affect technology adoption and use. For instance, in African cultures, where
significant emphasis is placed on relationships, it was found that when e-mail was used
for local communications, users often follow online communication with a telephone call
as a back up medium to ensure that the message had been received (McConnell, 1998).
Also, Japanese designers attempt to deal with their culture by acknowledging that not all
types of communication can be supported by communication technology. Heaton (1998)
addresses the issue of culture by suggesting that if communication technologies are to be
useful in Japan, it is important that a familiar sense of atmosphere or feeling must be
conveyed through the system. To this end, she recommends that online groups should
first meet face-to-face to establish a trust environment (see also Ess, 2002).

In general, a key challenge in WBI or e-learning centers around the fact that there
does not appear to be a technological or cultural fit in the diffusion of some westernized
technologies (e.g., Green & Ruhledder, 1995; Mesdag, 2000; Olaniran, 2007a; 2009).
Specifically, learning content in web based environments need to match the needs of
users. Olaniran (2009) argues that “effort must be focused to ensure that all learners have
their needs met, and more importantly, that learning takes place” (p. 269). Thus, WBI
that fails to account for or resolve cultural problems by accounting for differences in
values, structures, and learning activities might fail miserably (see also Khalil & Seleim,
2009; Zhu et al., 2009; Olaniran, 2009).

2.2. The Propensity to Transfer and Use Technology

The propensity to use any communication technology, and especially WBI, starts with
access to technology and the willingness to use it (Olaniran, 1993). A study on attitude
and perceptions of e-learning found easy accessibility as the top motivators for students
using e-learning at 47%, while course relevance to future career and user friendliness
were next at 29% and 24% respectively (Vaughan & MacVicar, 2004). A factor
contributing to technology access in LEDCs is “technology transfer.” Bozeman (2000)
argues that technology transfer is based on cost and benefits, and usually the transfer
exists only when the benefits outweigh the cost. This is significant in the race to bridge
the digital divide between economically developed countries (EDCs) and lower
economically developed countries (LEDCs). There is a significant disparity between
EDCs, where access to internet resources is a fairly common occurrence, versus LEDCs,
who tend to be poorer and thus have limited access to the web (Lee & Johari, 2004;
Olaniran, 2008). Also, major communication technology advances occur in developed
countries, such that there are disparities in access to this technology in LEDCs when
compared with EDCs (see also Olaniran, 2009).

With WBI, the implications extend beyond mere access as there is also an issue of
file compatibility (Hill, 2002) and broadband concerns. For instance, the web allows for
multimedia files which may or may not be accessible to learners depending on the mode
of access. At times, users may have to travel several miles to access WBI. This, however,
does not always bode well with motivating potential users to consider using the
technology. Because of various access problems with the web, there exist challenges with
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frequency of use and apprehension in the use of the technology. Furthermore, there is a
challenge with technical literacy resulting from the lack of comprehension of basic
commands that can facilitate adoption leading to continued use of the technology
(Olaniran, 1993). At the same time, one needs to realize that because the majority of the
WBI content emanates from EDCs, it is designed with this “primary” culture audience in
mind, and when the content is transferred across cultural borders, the users in these
cultures may or may not be able to successfully adapt to the content as intended. To this
end, Lee and Johari (2004) asked that one consider the following unanswered questions,
does the use of WBI leads to cultural acculturation? And, what kinds of impacts do the
“Westernized icons and graphics” have on the adopting cultures? These are important
questions as we move forward in exploring the impacts of WBI across contexts.

2.3. Culture and Technology Perceptions

Along with general access, culture plays a significant role in how people perceive
technology, as indicated earlier. For instance, the difference between what a new
technology such as E-learning has to offer, and the traditional (i.e., local cultural)
approach is not to be taken lightly. People fear new things, despite the fact that change
itself is a constant in human life. However, in high power distance cultures, individuals
tend to see technology systems as threatening to their traditional learning methods. As a
result, these cultures are more afraid of technology, and consequently their reaction in
using these technologies demonstrates their apprehension. For instance, it has been
pointed out that Chinese systems of education focus on test-taking, hence, for WBI to be
effective, a change must be instituted into systems that call for self reliance and critical
thinking and problem solving (Lee & Johari, 2004; Leu, 2001; Lin & Jiang, 2003).
Henning (2003) also provided a similar glimpse of cultural effects in WBI when she
looked at interaction with technology among two users in South Africa.

When | wrote my first discussion posting | was so afraid. Would this get
to others? Will they laugh, what will Prof say? ... I feel I have not the
same control as before. | type and | read and | am scared to click because
when | do that | feel | am falling down (Henning, 2003; p. 308).

From this example one can see the terrifying feelings that emerge from the
perception of loss of control related to the use of a different mode of learning. These
feelings are real to the people from this culture, as they have certain ideals and
expectation of how learning ought to occur, and when that is not the case, people become
uncomfortable (see also Olaniran, 2009). As Henning (2003) interprets this information,
she concludes that users were having inner struggles about who is in charge of the
learning.

The idea of collective in collectivistic cultures, which involves the need to be part
of a group rather than an individual, comes into play when different cultures view or use
WBI. Zhu, Valcke, and Schellens (2009) examined -cultural differences between
Westernized students (i.e., individualistic) and Chinese students (i.e., collectivistic) and
concluded that online activities should avoid putting Chinese students on the spot as
individuals because the students “may not be able to present themselves as
knowledgeable” (Zhu et al., 2009, p. 42), due to their collectivistic nature. The
implication here is that online activities should be culturally tailored (Zhu et al., 2009). In
addition, people from collectivistic cultures tend to seek connections, or relationships,
that provide them with a sense of how they connect with others. Henning (2003) found
that when some of her participants viewed web pages for information, they stressed that



454 Olaniran, B. A., Rodriguez, N. B., & Williams, I. M.

all they saw were basically words and graphics, but there was no sense of someone else
being on the other side to invite them into their homes, and physically interact with them.
Simply put, the personal feelings and connections were not there, and this affected their
willingness to participate (see also Olaniran, 2009).

This idea speaks in general to the lack of connection that is often attributed to
CMC technology in general. For instance, time can pass with little, or no, correspondence
from other learners, thus creating feelings of isolation. At the same time, the perception
of isolation can result in “disconnection” leading to “loosing track” of the interactions
and conversations during WBI. This may further lead to the need to “catch up” with the
subject matter of the conversation, a task that can become overwhelming or daunting,
particularly in an unfamiliar e-learning environment (Hill, 2002; Neuman, 1998). There is
additional apprehension facing WBI participants when it comes to performance
evaluation. Some participants are hesitant about their course performance grades. They
stress the need for a trial run, and regular assurances that they are doing well. However,
and more importantly, these students have a need for the course facilitator, or instructor,
to encourage and reassure them that everything will be all right, as stressed in the next
statement from a principal participating in a e-learning environment.

I have learned something, but not a lot. What | think they [instructors]
should do is to teach us how to behave in this sort of set-up before we do a
course. | mean not just computers, but the real e-learning thing. By the
time | got used to it, it was too late and I think 1 will fail this one. I still
dream of a book and a neat study guide and I am not happy with
professor...she thinks we are Americans who breathe through the lungs of
the web (Henning, 2003; p. 310).

2.4. Language

Central to cultural challenges in WBI is the issue of language, where it is noted that the
majority of Internet content is primarily in English (Barron, 2000; Olaniran, 2007a;
Tapanes, 2009; Van Dam & Rogers, 2002). Meanwhile, non- English speaking
individuals may feel that technology has nothing to offer them. Even in situations where
people speak, or understand, English, its use is limited to certain contexts. For instance, it
is not uncommon to find people in other cultures who restrict their English usage to work,
schools and other formal business settings, while, for the most part, local language and
other dialects still characterize most of their daily communication encounters.
Furthermore, learning in a second language through school is quite different from foreign
language learning itself (Collier, 1995; Williams, Warren, & Olaniran, 2009). Also, it is
documented that as much as 36% of Internet users indicated that they would prefer to use
a language online that differs from English (Van Dam & Rogers, 2002). In a study
looking at the WBI, an e-learning program offered by Cisco in English, students who use
English as a second language indicated that they prefer their instructors to first overview
the content of the chapter before assigning it to be read (Selinger, 2004). In a web-based
instructional curriculum, it stands to reason that when the content is provided in
languages other than English, there are differences within these languages. For example,
the Cisco scenario mentioned above provided French and Spanish versions of its e-
learning course. Unfortunately, users complaint that the French version was in the
Canadian French, while the Spanish version was in the South American Spanish, both of
which differ from their European version, thus, creating problems for students from
France and Spain respectively.
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Another scholar linked the lack of willingness to participate in WBI to a different
language issue, specifically, the non-participation by the Japanese in e-learning is due to
how their language is learned and understood (Kawachi, 1999). Kawachi (1999) argued
that the nature of the Japanese language, which is developed early in life, is conducive to
the right brain learning mode (i.e., visual and memorization skills) as opposed to the left
brain mode (i.e., analytic and argumentation skills). This, along with their lack of
proficiency in English, leads to a different approach to technology usage. Therefore, the
Internet is primarily used for searching and printing-out information for reading or
translation off-line, and secondarily for entertainment and games (Kawachi, 1999).
Similarly, Zhu et al. (2009) noted that Chinese students had mixed attitudes about online
learning and were less likely to use CMC for studying (i.e., learning purposes) in
comparison to British students. Due to cultural differences, Chinese students took a
different approach than Westernized students when it came to technology usage (Zhu et
al., 2009).

Furthermore, the issue of language prompts the need to address the possibility of
information overload. WBI can be time consuming with varieties of links to navigate. At
times these links or navigational toolbars are not provided sequentially, leaving learners
with a sense of navigating through a maze. Also, it has been noted that the amount of
work (i.e., labor) and time required by WBI is equivalent, or higher, than that of
traditional face-to-face (Palloff & Pratt, 1999) which can be a tough trade-off to accept,
especially when one factors in an adult learner’s curriculum, along with other
responsibilities they face on a day-to-day basis (Hill, 2002) (see also, Dasgupta & Gupta,
2009). Learners can easily become overwhelmed by e-mails and discussions, along with
other reading assignments in WBI that they become “infoglut” (Hill 2002). Hence,
learners must develop a way to manage their schedule, along with instituting
management strategies to keep up with assignments and avoid missing important
deadlines.

Also, the potential for information overload exists because non-native speakers
read at slower speeds than native speakers. For instance, Chinese-English bilinguals read
English at 255 words per minute, compared to reading the Chinese language at a rate of
380 words per minute (Wang, Inhoff, & Chen, 1999). Kawachi (1999) adds that the
English reading rate for Japanese is slower than the figure for Chinese, given their
English proficiency and learning styles. Even in EDCs such as Europe, language barriers
are seen as a hindrance for the rapid adoption of e-learning and WBI. This language
barrier results in an increased call for “native-language” content development for local
companies not willing or able to adopt English (Barron, 2000). At the same time,
language barriers often are a result of cultural pride and cultural identity, which often
negatively sensitizes potential users in the adoption process, and at times, puts imported
technologies and learning systems at a disadvantage in competing with locally developed
e-learning content, providers or systems (Olaniran, 2007a).

2.5. Technology

The issue of technology is one that revolves around specific media choice and selection.
In general, technology revolves around hardware and software compatibility issues that
subsequently become an essential component of any technology discussion. More
importantly however, the technology medium has been found to be a way by which
globally adopted identities are imposed, hence influencing the socially constructed
identity (Gimenez, 2002; Khalil & Seleim, 2009).
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Scholars in the past and present have devoted significant attention to the issue of
media selection and their implications for communication interaction in virtual
environments. Different theoretical perspectives have been proposed to gain a better
understanding of the role of technology media. In one particular camp, there are those
that focus on the media richness — implying that the mechanical and physical
characteristics of technology are the primary determinant of communication outcomes
(e.g., Daft, Lengel, & Trevino, 1987; Dennis & Kinney, 1998; Rice, 1992). Anocther
perspective focuses on the Social Influence perspective, which argues that the social
contexts in which technology media are used contribute to the communication outcomes
by influencing users’ perception (e.g., Dasgupta & Gupta, 2009; Desanctis, & Poole,
1994; Fulk, Schmitz, & Steifield, 1990; Olaniran, 1996). Notwithstanding, the views of
the two different camps, it has been found that both technology media and social factors
are important and should be taken into consideration when using technology in virtual
interaction (Olaniran, 2004; Yoo & Alavi, 2001). At the same time, different media are
able to convey different levels of cues through bandwidth.

Earlier, bandwidth was mentioned and it is an issue germane to the choice of
media, or technology, selection in WBI. Bandwidth can limit the choice, or use, of a
particular medium for learning purposes. For instance, whether one chooses to use e-mail,
discussion board, chat, or videoconferencing would depend on the context and
availability of such interfaces. Therefore, while videoconferencing may offer WBI users
a high degree of social cues, it requires a significant amount of bandwidth and a faster
connection to make it a reality. Consequently, it may not be a viable option in certain
regions where access or high bandwidth connections are not available. At the same time,
attention to software and hardware compatibility, not to mention file sharing protocols, is
an important consideration in the design of content and use of WBI (Olaniran, 2009).

2.6. Affect

The choice of a particular technology has different implications in various cultural
contexts and thus, affects the use and effectiveness of WBI (Olaniran, 2009; Sanchez-
Franco, et al., 2009). Lee (2002) acknowledged the importance of culture in the selection
of a technology medium by examining the differences in email usage between East Asian
and Western nations. South East Asian cultures, for example, show cultural differences in
the suppression of e-mail, especially when interacting with people of higher status (i.e.,
power distance) to the extent that they opt for a different medium in order to convey and
maintain respect. Thus, technology decisions are made due to the negative, or positive,
affect that results from the culture's communication preferences. Therefore, it stands to
reason that the choice of a technology medium can also convey a positive or negative
cultural affect upon both learner-teacher relations and communication interactions, at
large, in WBI (Olaniran, 2001, 2007a, 2009).

Therefore, the concept of affect provides a common determinant for the outcome
of technology acceptance and rejection. Affect, defined here, is a culmination of culture,
value preferences, language, and power/control, incorporates many factors that greatly
influence perception, adoption, and use of technology within diverse cultures. The subject
of individual adoption, or behavioral intention to utilize technology (Sykes, Venkatesh, &
Gosain, 2009), is an essential arena of research in the field of ICT; however, it does not
always account for the attitudes, values, and beliefs of various cultural groups. This is
evident in the case of a commonly accepted technology model, TAM.

The Technology Adoption Model (TAM) is one of the most widely applied and
well-verified acceptance models to date, however much of this research has taken place
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in the United States, or in Western Nations, such as the UK, and does not account for
cultural variations and language barriers (Lippert & Volkmar, 2009; Straub, Keil, &
Brenner, 1997). TAM postulates that prior to direct experience, users encapsulate their
perceptions of technology within their general beliefs and attitudes regarding technology
and thus, its perceived ease of use. However, without a positive direct experience, or even
a positive cultural perspective of the technology, it is difficult to expect individuals to
subscribe to either its perceived ease of use or perceived usefulness, both of which are the
basis of TAM (Sanchez-Franco et al., 2009, Venkatesh & Davis, 2000).

In further support, Lippert & Volkmar (2009) state that the results of their cross
cultural study suggest that TAM may not predict well across all cultural groups (see also
Straub et al., 1997). Therefore, the increased organizational use of cross-cultural virtual
teams in addition to the implementation of e-learning solutions in various cultures (e.g.,
power distant countries, such as Japan), leads to an increased need to understand the
affect of the technological innovation. Although TAM is not the only technology
adoption model (i.e., Theory of Reason Action (TRA), Theory of Planned Behavior
(TPB)) and since its original inception has been adapted to incorporate social forces
(Venkatesh & Davis, 2000), none of these models adequately address the cross-cultural
affective factors that encourage culturally appropriate technology adoption (Sanchez-
Franco, 2009; Straub et al., 1997).

The cultural reality of technology adoption is that value preferences affect
perception. Although it might be possible to allow employees to influence system
development and/or for students to participate in the selection of the learning medium,
this process of co-adaptation (Sykes et al., 2009) brings with it assumptions that may not
be true for all groups. Some collectivist countries (i.e., South East Asian cultures
discussed previously) expect the organization in question, or even instructors, to take
control, and for the lines of communication to remain clear in order to maintain respect
between the management-employee and teacher-student relationship. Thus, in order to
properly implement WBI, it is essential to understand that the affect of culture cannot be
separated from the individual, as the cultural effect remains one of the decisive factors of
technology and WBI adoption.

3. Implications

This paper discusses several cross-cultural challenges that emerge as barriers to effective
implementation and successful adoption of what some LEDCs considered to be
“Westernized” technologies, in particular, online or e-learning solutions. The cultural
challenge is most evident when investigating how culture influences the learning process,
and how the human-technology interaction alters communication and interaction. In order
to effectively implement WBI and its intended objectives, several cultural implications
(e.g., the role of geographic distance and various cultural needs) must be taken into
consideration to provide learners with the ability to control how they learn, as well as the
learning process in its entirety. Effective implementation of e-learning requires that
organizations understand different cultural needs, and the intended objectives of these
technologies. This entails giving learners control over how they learn and the process of
learning as a whole. To fulfill these objectives, it is imperative that certain pre-requisites
are put into practice.
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3.1. E-learning Solutions in the Workplace

One key challenge to e-learning in the workplace includes emphasis on organizational
goals in terms of how and what organizational leadership intends to accomplish in their
respective region and with their employees (Dasgupta & Gupta, 2009; Olaniran, 2007a;
Van Dam & Rogers, 2002). In essence, this approach ignores cultural implications and
insights that employees, or customers, have in controlling how they learn, and the
learning process as a whole.

Many organizations have begun to institute web-based or virtual teams composed
of individuals in different countries and cultures. Thus, it is important to address specific
communication requirements, and cross-cultural challenges, that result from these
constructions (Moenaert, Caeldries, Lievens & Wauters, 2000; Olaniran, 2009; Tapanes,
et al., 2009). A climate that fosters effective and efficient cross-cultural communication
not only enhances the organization’s productivity, but can aid in maintaining
relationships. However, for some cultures (e.g., power distant culture) this may prove to
be a challenge (Olaniran, 2007a; Olaniran, 2009). In these cultures, face-to-face
interactions are viewed as more effective, and at times, essential to maintain levels of
respect between superiors and subordinate employees.

While the motivation to use web-based and virtual teams is often economically
driven (i.e., cost cutting, speed, and efficiency), there are some key challenges that hinder
their effectiveness. Armstrong and Cole (2002) found that while distributed groups
sometimes become integrated over time, they nonetheless experience problems due to
distance (Crampton, 2002; Olaniran, 1996; 2001a; Solomon, 2001). The lack of face-to-
face communication also reduces the establishment of trust, and at times, reduces
decision making effectiveness, even with the use of ICT technologies such as
videoconferencing and constructed virtual work spaces (Kasper-Fuehrer & Ashkanasy,
2001). Similarly, problems in WBI include misunderstandings and confusion from
fragmented communication between group members. Armstrong and Cole (2002) found
that national cultures and location, in general, create a dimension of distance that extends
beyond geographical boundaries and time zones. Thus, when WBI are implemented and
utilized within organizations, or virtual team environments, it is important that their
design incorporates appropriate cultural understandings so that members of the
organization are not excluded and/or reject the instruction by means of rejecting the
technology through which the instruction is delivered.

3.2. User Needs

First, research indicates the importance of emphasizing users, or learners’ needs (e.g.,
cultural value orientations and dimensions). Successful integration and accommodation
of the different learning needs of various cultures is essential. Rather than accepting a
“soft deterministic” view, where technology use is dictated by the structure of the system
itself (e.g., its functions follow from its form) (Postman, 1992), organizational leadership
must acknowledge that a society, or culture, interacts with—and even shapes—the
technologies that are being introduced and implemented. In other words, technology does
not guide how it is used; rather, one must consider the variability and dimensions of
culture that shape several aspects of the technology in different regions (see Olaniran,
20074a, 2009).

Another implication derived from literature is a move towards promoting
equitable outcomes for targeted learners. WBI begins with access to technology and the
willingness to use it (Olaniran, 1993). This willingness depends on “technology transfer,”
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therefore the benefits of adopting the technology must outweigh the costs (Bozeman,
2000). However, the reverse is often the case when dealing with LEDCs. Subsequently,
the issue of access and affordability should be addressed. Providing access to learners in
LEDCs is imperative to bridging the digital divide that separates those with frequent
access (e.g., EDCs), from those with limited—or no—access (e.g., LEDCs) (Olaniran,
2008). Therefore, to achieve equitable outcomes for targeted learners in LEDCs, access
to the technology itself is essential.

Another implication, briefly mentioned, is the promotion of educational and
technological literacy that improves socio-economic opportunities in developing nations.
Apprehensions emerge from a lack of understanding of how to use technology and a lack
of comprehension in regards to the basic commands. In essence, literacy plays a critical
role in facilitating the adoption and continued use of Westernized technologies,
specifically e-learning (Olaniran, 1993).

One suggestion, aside from providing access to the technology itself, is to develop
culture-specific training and tools for targeted learners in different geographic regions.
Designers and developers of technology should not limit the elements, structure, and
content of WBI to one audience (i.e., those in developed countries).

4. Discussion

4.1. Future Trends

Although change is inevitable, individuals continue to fear new ideas—such as
technological advances—yet, this fear and apprehension can be reduced when cultural
implications are recognized by designers, developers, and evaluators. This approach
would enhance acceptance and adoption, while tailoring the WBI to the needs of learners,
based on cultural implications, hence reducing the fear of new technology. Furthermore,
this approach would benefit organizations in the long-run, and circumvent problems of
having to retrain, or re-design, the WBI system for each learner. Tailoring the technology
to their needs could increase their perceived ease of use (EOU), potentially expediting the
adoption process. The utilization of these basic functions will lead to increases in the
frequency of use, as well as the duration of continued use of the WBI among learners
(Olaniran, 1993).

In general, the challenge is that there does not appear to be a technological and
cultural fit in the diffusion of some westernized technology (e.g., Green and Ruhledder,
1995; Mesdag, 2000; Olaniran, 2009). Specifically, from the global e-learning standpoint,
the learning content needs to match the needs of users. Although individual learning
preferences cannot always be determined, cultural dimensions and differences must be
acknowledged, as it is imperative to meet the needs of WBI users to ultimately adopt the
technology and ensure continued use (Olaniran, 2009). Thus, the key to resolving cultural
problems with technology use, especially within e-learning environments, is to recognize
and acknowledge cultural differences, values, structures, and activities in associate
technology use within different workplace settings. These differences in cultures are not
easily reconciled, and sometimes, the imagined cultural differences create psychological
barriers that can be just as real as physical geographic boundaries (Popkewitz, 2001).
Within the context of web based environments, it is apparent that cultural implications
have been largely ignored and therefore, this has created several cross-cultural challenges
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for the adaptation of some Westernized technologies. The impact of culture can have
unintended negative consequences, if ignored.

4.2. Conclusion

Implied throughout this paper, cultural implications of specific countries, or nations, must
be taken into consideration and incorporated throughout the design and development
process of e-learning solutions (Olaniran, 2007a). This will encourage individuals across
cultures to re-conceptualize technologies such that they can: (a) speed up adoption of e-
learning systems and Westernized technologies; (b) alleviate apprehensions associated
with educational and technological literacy, including language barriers, information
overload, etc.; (c) enhance the frequency of use; and, (d) increase the duration of
continued use.

Designers and developers of WBI, such as e-learning, can benefit from this
culture-aware approach by creating systems that provide each individual learner with
flexible and personalized communication tools, according to their cultural profile
(Olaniran, 2008a). Organizations can similarly increase their productivity and the
willingness of their employees to utilize these technologies by assuring that e-learning
designs reflect diverse cultural values, preferences and norms. Simply focusing upon
organizational goals and values are not sufficient in order to encourage cross cultural
communication, or diversity, which will ultimately increase idea generation and
productivity (Olaniran, 2007b; Kasper-Fuehrer & Ashkanasy, 2001). Culture represents
one of the most significant aspects of an individual's personal and social perspective
(Sanchez-Franco et al., 2009). Overall, it is necessary to adopt a more culture-aware
approach to design, development, and implementation of the entire e-learning structure
and process. However, it is up to designers, organizations, and LEDC countries to work
together in order to implement these systems to assure their success.
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