Geospatial Data Infrastructures

Chapter 7: Anticipating cultural factors of GDI


Willem van den Toorn and Erik de Man contribute this chapter, which focuses on cultural issues in implementing and developing GDI.

Key Points from Chapter

· GDI has emerged as precondition for data sharing

· GDI facilitates access and responsible use of geospatial data at affordable costs

· Different countries reacting in different ways to the handling of access to government data

· Due to national culture rather than technical issues

· Cultural factors are underestimated in the failure of geospatial applications

· Our knowledge of factors which result in success or failure of GDI and IT is still immature

· ‘Social acceptability of GIS’: interaction between technology and recipient society

· Culture: learned responses to a group’s problems which have worked well enough to be considered valid, and therefore taught to new members and generations

· Societies deal differently with change and uncertainty: opportunity or threat?

· Indicators to describe cultural differences:

· Human inequality in power and wealth; relationships with authority

· Dealing with uncertainty

· Division of roles between men and women

· Relationship between individualism and collectivism

· There are cultures within countries as well (e.g. urban vs. rural)

· Acceptability of geospatial data technologies revolve around desirability and feasibility

· Hofstede’s 4D model

· Differences in culture an important factor in explaining differences in social acceptance

· Conducted study of IBM workers from different countries

· Four dimensions (PD, UA, MAS, IDV) are as per four indicators above

· Found that countries with large power distances are more collectivist

· Organizations evolve around two questions:

· Who has the power to make what decisions (answered by cultural norms of power distance)

· What are the rules to follow in attaining the desired means (answered by cultural norms about uncertainty UA)

· Potential influence of culture on IT

· As power distance increases, participation in leadership decreases and authority is centralized

· As uncertainty avoidance increases, so do formal policies and operating procedures

· Masculine societies driven by achievement, individual accomplishments, tangible market-based impacts

· Low participation in individualistic cultures

· Organizational properties for acceptance of geospatial technologies

· Functionality (governed by cultural factors)

· Presentation

· Impacts

· Complex relationship between desirability and feasibility

· Social acceptance of GDI

· Depends on cultural conditions of a given society

· Results from desirability and feasibility

· Is multi-dimensional in scope

· Preceded by a testing phase to evaluate functionality

Analysis

Often overlooked, cultural issues are more difficult to resolve or penetrate than technical issues, as illustrated in this chapter.  I find two (2) main issues with this chapter.

As far as how cultures deal with change, as opportunity or threat, it should be noted that culture should also be considered in terms of economic status and position of a given culture.  Though the chapter provides indicators to describe cultural differences (one of which being human inequality in power and wealth), this does not discuss culture as a result of economics.  Poorer or richer cultures (economically) and their viewpoints can be correlated to their economic status.  There are many cultures in which economics or change / uncertainty are not important in comparison to other cultural factors, such as preservation of values, traditions, beliefs and so on.

The chapter notes that cultures exist within countries as well as between them.  Canada is a prime example of a multicultural society.  For example, a tour of some major urban centres in Canada (such as Toronto, Vancouver, Ottawa) reveals the many enclaves of cultures within an area or district, and the cultural differences that exist between and within these cities.

As a result, countries should be indicative of a unifying culture of diverse cultures, which represent views as described through the four indicators of cultural differences.

A good example of cultural differences and factors is that of Canada’s perceived ‘brain drain’ (see http://www.cbhr.ca/analysis-brain_drain.htm).  This website was also accompanied by a one-hour documentary which aired on CBC in November 1999.  The documentary focused on individuals who moved to the United States from Canada for career opportunities.  The documentary showed that the case studies (most of them in IT/IM) did not move for economic / salary issues, but yet they felt that they would have a more successful career as far as making new developments in research, as well as presenting new ideas and concepts, which were not necessarily possible in Canada.  Further to this, many Canadian university analysts suggested that this was a result of the Canadian culture and approach to innovation and opportunity.  They noted that the United States (organizations) has a different attitude toward failure and new ideas than Canada.  The documentary mentioned where the US perceives failure as a learning experience and ‘tries again’, Canada perceives failure as a difficult to recover from.

It is in this context that Canadian culture should be investigated in the implementation and development of GDI, within the CGDI.
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