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A Consumer Cultural Paradox:  The Types of Culture in the Multilingual Context 

 

Dr. Souleymane TOGOLA 

Enseignant Vacataire 

Université des Lettres et des Sciences Humaines de Bamako 

(ULSHB-FLSL) 

email: togolasouleymane068@gmail.com 

 

Abstract 

In a globalized world, consumers embrace mutually conflicting cultural values rather than 

making exclusive choices. This study aims at showing how people experience multiple tensions, 

a phenomenon that can be identified as the consumer cultural paradox. We all develop in some 

type of culture. Our environment determines what we learn, how we learn it, and the rules for 

living with others. These rules are transmitted from one generation to the next and are often 

adapted to the times and places. The rules are absorbed by children as they develop, whether 

through word-of-mouth or just "osmosis." Culture is shared by people of the same or different 

ethnicity, language, nationality, or religion. Employing a qualitative method, this paper 

addresses the system of rules that shows what we are and how we express ourselves as part of 

a group and as individuals. In fact, multiculturalism permits us to have an innovation and 

creativity, business development and economic growth, community flair, etc. The findings 

show that nowadays, thanks to cultural diversity, many people from various countries and 

ethnic backgrounds live in the same city, either permanently or temporarily, with residents.  

Keywords : acculturation, consumer cultural paradox, culture, intercultural, multiculturation. 

Résumé 

 Dans un monde globalisé, les consommateurs adoptent des valeurs culturelles mutuellement 

contradictoires plutôt que de faire des choix exclusifs. Cet article vise à montrer comment les 

individus vivent de multiples tensions, un phénomène que l’on peut identifier comme le 

paradoxe culturel du consommateur. Nous évoluons tous dans un modèle de culture. Notre 

environnement détermine ce que nous apprenons, la manière dont nous l’apprenons et les règles 

de vie avec les autres. Ces règles se transmettent de génération en génération et sont souvent 

adaptées aux époques et aux lieux. Les règles sont assimilées par les enfants au fur et à mesure 

de leur développement, que ce soit de bouche-à-oreille ou simplement par « osmose ». La 

culture est partagée par des personnes de même origine ethnique, langue, nationalité ou religion. 

S’appuyant sur la méthode qualitative, cet article jette les bases de ce que nous sommes et la 

façon dont nous nous exprimons en tant que membre d'un groupe et en tant qu'individu. Les 

résultats ont montré que le multiculturalisme nous permet d'avoir de l'innovation et de la 

créativité, du développement des affaires et de la croissance économique, un esprit 

communautaire, etc. De nos jours, en raison de la diversité culturelle, de nombreuses personnes 

de différents pays et origines ethniques vivent dans la même ville, de façon permanente ou 

temporaire, avec des résidents.  

Mots-clés : acculturation, culture, interculturel, paradoxe culturel de consommation, multi-

culturation. 
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INTRODUCTION 

         Global consumers, exposed to product and service offerings from a variety of cultures, 

may experience multiple, even conflicting attitudes (Chiu and Cheng, 2007; Cleveland and 

Bartsch, 2019). When local/national and foreign/global cultures appear incompatible, 

consumers experience tensions (Westjohn and Magnusson, 2019) that they seek to resolve, 

whether by embracing elements of new cultures, rejecting others that seem incompatible (Sobol 

et al., 2018), or working to integrate elements into their existing cultural perspectives (Kipnis 

et al., 2019; Ozer et al., 2021). In service contexts in particular, resolving these tensions may 

determine service evaluations (Sharma et al., 2016), satisfaction (Tam et al., 2016), and loyalty 

(Paparoidamis et al., 2019). Uber’s failure in Southeast Asia could be attributed to Asian 

consumers’ inability to resolve the tension created by the novel combination of individual 

(private) and collective (ride-sharing) offerings (Labbrand Brand Innovations, 2017). 

Conversely, American yoga options have successfully combined “Indian” spiritual/wellness 

elements with “American” fitness/commercial elements (Ertimur and Coskuner-Balli, 2015).   

        Different streams of research explored how consumers negotiate divergent cultural 

influences, including research into intercultural service encounters (Sharma et al., 2009; Stauss 

and Mang, 1999), consumer culture theory (CCT) (Kjeldgaard and Ostberg, 2007; Thompson 

and Arsel, 2004), acculturation (Luedicke, 2015; Strizhakova and Coulter, 2019), and 

multiculturation (Kipnis et al., 2014; Lücke et al., 2014). While some studies have focused on 

the process of consumer negotiation between diverging values (Sandikci and Ger, 2010; 

Üstüner and Holt, 2007), the predominant focus in these studies is on outcomes, such as identity 

affiliations (Kipnis et al., 2019), consumer satisfaction (Sharma et al., 2009), perceptions of 

service quality (Sharma et al., 2015), or reactions to service failures (Wang and Matilla, 2010). 

Comparatively less attention centers on the processes consumers adopt to make sense of the 

tensions created by multicultural marketplaces.       

Studies of consumer behaviors across cultures take multiple perspectives though there 

is a general consensus that encounters of diverging cultural norms and values involve flows 

between “local” and “global” cultures (Kipnis et al., 2019). A local culture is usually defined 

as the unique cultural meanings and norms of a person’s home country (Steenkamp and De 

Jong, 2010), including the shared beliefs, lifestyles, and symbols that distinguish it from others 

(Kipnis et al., 2019). Global culture instead is interpreted as a shared cultural entity, unbound 

by geography (Cleveland and Laroche, 2007), such that global consumers connect through their 

shared consumption patterns (Holt et al., 2004). A middle ground is hybridization, a blending 

of local and global cultural influences, which can result in new co-created service offerings at 

global levels, such as K-pop (BBC, 2019), “Nollywood” (Kipnis et al., 2019), and American 

yoga (Ertimur and Coskuner-Balli, 2015). 

The objective of the paper is to explore how people experience multiple tensions, a 

phenomenon that can be identified as the consumer cultural paradox. Specific objectives 

includes:  

- to identify different types of culture; 

- to provide characteristics of Culture 
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- to describe the positive and negative aspects of cultural opening. 

In this study, we used documentary resources to tackle the issue of a consumer cultural 

paradox:  the types of culture in the multilingual context. 

1. A consumer cultural paradox lens 

To identify the process of negotiation among mutually conflicting cultural values and 

norms, we use a paradox lens (Calabretta et al., 2016; Smith and Lewis, 2011). A paradox is 

“some ‘thing’ that is constructed by individuals when oppositional tendencies are brought into 

recognizable proximity through reflection or interaction” (Ford and Backoff, 1988, p. 89) and 

it persists over time (Smith and Lewis, 2011). Paradoxes imply that “polar, opposite conditions 

can simultaneously exist, or at least can be potentiated, in the same thing” (Mick and Fournier, 

1998, p. 124). As such, paradoxes should be distinguished from other forms of either-or 

problems, such as puzzles which imply a challenging problem with an optimal solution; 

dilemmas which are problems with two possible solutions, neither of which is logically the best, 

and trade-offs which suggest there are many possible solutions, each of which strikes a different 

balance between two conflicting pressures (de Wit and Meyer, 2014; Smith and Lewis, 2011). 

Individuals experience paradoxes as tensions between “contradictory yet interrelated elements 

that seem logical in isolation but absurd and irrational when appearing simultaneously” (Lewis, 

2000, p. 760). For consumers, a paradox might arise because they both like and dislike 

something or find it advantageous and disadvantageous at the same time (Johnson et al., 2008). 

A paradox lens should be distinguished from the dialectical approach often used in CCT 

and acculturation studies (Holt, 2002; Kjeldgaard and Askergaard, 2006; Peñaloza and Gilly, 

1999). A dialectical approach assumes that conflicting and independent cultural values compete 

with each other for domination and control (Van de Ven and Poole, 1995). Such a struggle 

results in a synthesis which temporarily eliminates the tensions between the conflicting values. 

Rather than interpreting opposing attributes as conflicting and independent, a paradox lens 

acknowledges the “persistent contradiction between interdependent elements” (Schad et al., 

2016, p. 6). As such a paradox lens does not offer solutions to the tensions between opposing 

values, but rather proposes that tensions can only be coped with as best as possible (De Wit and 

Meyer, 2014). Using a paradox lens, it is possible to minimize stereotyping to gain a better 

understanding of changes due to globalization (Gannon, 2007), whereas a dialectical synthesis 

is likely to oversimplify some issues or ignore some pre-existing tensions (Poole and Van de 

Ven, 1989). 

2. The different types of culture 

        Culture is one of the important concepts in language and sociology. No human society can 

exist and develop without its culture. The main difference between the animal and human 

societies is of culture only. Animal societies have no culture because they do not have systems 

of learning and transmitting social experiences. Sociologists are keenly interested in the study 

of culture because the study of human society is incomplete without it. 

3.Material Culture: From material culture we understand material and physical objects. For 

instance, house, road, vehicles, pen, table, radio set, book etc. these are the products of human 

efforts to control his environment and make his life conformable and safe. 
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3.1. Non-material culture: In non-material culture we include non-material objects. For 

example, religion, art, ideas, customs, values system, attitudes, knowledge etc. it does not have 

physical shape. It is very important in determining human behaviour and has strong hold on an 

individual. Both parts are inter-related with each other. 

3.2. Real Culture: Real culture is that which can be observed in our social life. The culture on 

which we act upon in our daily life is real culture. It is that parts of culture, which the people 

adopt in their social life, for example. If a person/ says that he/she is Muslim, will be, when 

followed all the principles of Islam is the real and when doesn’t follow, is not a real one.  

3.3. Ideal Culture: It is the culture which is presented as a pattern to the people is called ideal 

culture. It is the goal of society and never achieved fully because some parts remain out of 

practice. This culture is explained in books, speeches etc.  

3.4. Characteristics of Culture: From the definitions it becomes clear that sociologically 

culture has specific meaning and characteristics. It is the product of human behaviour and 

gaining knowledge through group. It is a system of learned behaviour and set procedure. Some 

of the salient characteristics of culture are as under: Culture is learned, Culture is shared, Culture 

is transmitted, and Culture is changing.  

3.4.1 Culture is learned: It is acquired through education, training and experience. Culture is 

socially transmitted through language. It is transmitted from one generation to another through 

the medium of language, verbal or non-verbal through the gestures or signs, orally or in writing. 

Most of the behaviour is learned in society. This learning might be conscious or unconscious 

but no-body can deny the process of learning. Culture is something learnt and acquired e.g. 

wearing clothes or dancing. It is not something natural to the person. Culture is shared: All the 

traits, attitudes, ideas, knowledge and material objects like radio, television and automobiles 

etc. is actually shared by members of society.  

3.4.2. Culture is transmitted: All the culture traits and objects are transmitted among the 

members of society continually. Most of the cultural traits and material objects are transmitted 

to the members of the society from their forefathers. We learn new fashion, how to move in 

society and how to behave in a particular social situation. 

3.4.3. Culture is changing: Culture never remains static but changing. It is changing in every 

society, but with different speed and causes. It constantly under goes change and adapts itself 

to the environments.  

4.  The positive aspect of cultural opening 

      Having a culturally diverse workforce can result in a competitive advantage for 

organizations operating on foreign soil.  Alder (2008) listed better understanding of national 

employees, local clients and customers, as well as the local social, political and economic 

environment as being the specific external advantages for these organizations.  However, 

having a better understanding of other cultures is only an advantage if it results in better 

interpersonal communication. Alder (2008) also listed several internal advantages of having a 

diverse workforce in organizations that operate on foreign soil.  The primary advantages she 

listed expand the bounds of organizational rationality through the increase of new ideas, new 

perspectives, and new interpretations.  As she noted, the resulting expansion increases problem-

solving skills, flexibility, and creativity within the organization.  Again it should be noted that 
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the exchange of ideas, perspectives, and interpretations requires free and open interpersonal 

communication if expanded problem-solving, flexibility, and creativity are to result.  

4.1. Cultural transmission 

     What exactly does culture mean? Is it something material you can touch? Or is it something 

immaterial, such as values and beliefs? Or is it our customs and traditions, our festivals and 

celebrations? While anthropologists have vacillated between material and nonmaterial 

definitions of culture, today most would agree with a more inclusive definition of culture: the 

thoughts, behaviours, languages, customs, the things we produce and the methods we use to 

produce them. It is this, the human ability to create and transmit culture, which differentiates 

us as humans from the rest of the animal world.  

       The essential feature of culture, that it is learned and transmitted from one generation to 

the next, rests on the human capacity to think symbolically. Language, perhaps the most 

important feature, is a symbolic form of communication. The word table, for example, is 

nothing other than a symbol for the actual thing, a table. Language is a form of communication. 

Without language, culture could not be transmitted, people could not learn from one another 

across generations, and there would be no cultural continuity.  

        Simply because culture is transmitted through symbols whose meanings remain more or 

less constant doesn't mean that cultures are static and don't change. On the contrary, cultures 

are never truly static. Which of us does not remember a grandparent comparing life today with 

the one s/he grew up in? The changes that took place between his/her lifetime and ours represent 

subtle cultural shifts in values, the things we use, and the way we use language.  

       What causes cultural change? Outside influences, through a process known as cultural 

diffusion, may stimulate cultural change. An example of this is commercial or cross-cultural 

contacts like the Silk Road, which brought silk to the West and Buddhism into China. 

Inventions and technological developments from within a society, such as the steam engine or 

the automobile, can also have an impact on culture. "Car culture," for example, is a term 

describing people's dependence on the automobile. This dependence gave birth to the concept 

of "fast-food restaurants" such as McDonald's, where people get inexpensive hot food delivered 

to eat on the go. "Fast-food restaurants" have spread through cultural diffusion to many parts 

of the world. 

4.2. Cultural formation 

        How do cultures form in the first place? Groups of people living in specific ecological 

niches interacted with their environments over long periods of time. Given a certain degree of 

isolation, they developed adaptations to their environment, methods of survival, and ways of 

organizing themselves socially, and came to share beliefs and symbols that explained their 

world. They also developed a language they used to communicate with each other that enabled 

them to transmit learning to future generations.  

Over time, increasing communication between early human groups broke down 

geographic isolation. Gradually, through cultural diffusion, linkages were formed and many 

different specific cultures evolved into larger groupings called culture areas - regions with 

shared cultural traits. An example of a culture area is sub-Saharan Africa. While there are many 

different tribal groups speaking many different languages, and today many nation-states, there 

http://www.p12.nysed.gov/ciai/socst/grade3/glossary.html#c
http://www.p12.nysed.gov/ciai/socst/grade3/glossary.html#40
http://www.p12.nysed.gov/ciai/socst/grade3/glossary.html#6
http://www.p12.nysed.gov/ciai/socst/grade3/glossary.html#a
http://www.p12.nysed.gov/ciai/socst/grade3/glossary.html#a
http://www.p12.nysed.gov/ciai/socst/grade3/glossary.html#5
http://www.p12.nysed.gov/ciai/socst/grade3/glossary.html#5
http://www.p12.nysed.gov/ciai/socst/grade3/glossary.html#d
http://www.p12.nysed.gov/ciai/socst/grade3/glossary.html#38
http://www.p12.nysed.gov/ciai/socst/grade3/glossary.html#19
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are features such as social structures that most of the tribes share. Another example is East Asia: 

China, Korea, Japan, and Vietnam. While speaking different languages and having very 

differently organized societies, these four nation-states, each with its own specific culture, share 

such features as patriarchal social organization, Confucian values, the Buddhist religion, an 

emphasis on the family, and ancient Chinese as the classical language. Other culture areas 

include Latin America, northern Europe, southern Europe, South Asia, etc. 

5. The negative aspect of cultural opening 

         Having a culturally diverse workforce can also result in several disadvantages for 

organizations.  Alder (2008) stated that overgeneralization and ethnocentrism is the cause of 

many culturally specific disadvantages.  Increasing intercultural skills and intercultural 

competency can decrease the incidence of overgeneralization and ethnocentrism.  Intercultural 

skill is defined as the ability to understand and appreciate those from other cultures.  Yu (2012) 

suggested that multicultural organizations should focus on the issues of cultural sensitivity, 

cultural awareness, and behavioral skills as the first step toward increasing general intercultural 

competency.  Again in should be noted that intercultural skills and intercultural competency are 

based on the acquisition of intercultural communication skills (Varner & Beamer 2011).  Alder 

(2008) added specific communication-related disadvantages of cultural diversity in the 

workplace.  Among those disadvantages were increased ambiguity, complexity, and confusion 

due to miscommunication.  She noted the impacts of cultural diversity on problem-solving, 

decision-making, and consensus-building each of which stands or falls on the quality of the 

communication process. 

5.1. Negative socio-cultural impacts of tourism  

        Culture Clashes, because tourism involves movement of people to different geographical 

locations, and establishment of social relations between people who would otherwise not meet, 

cultural clashes can take place as a result of differences in cultures, ethnicity, religion, values, 

lifestyles, languages, and levels of prosperity.  The result can be an overexploitation of the 

social carrying capacity (limits of acceptable change in the social system inside or around the 

destination) and cultural carrying capacity (limits of acceptable change in the culture of the host 

population) of the local community. The attitude of local residents towards tourism 

development may unfold through the stages of euphoria, where visitors are very welcome, 

through apathy, irritation and potentially antagonism, when anti-tourist attitudes begin growing 

among local people. 

5.2. Acculturation.  

         Acculturation theory states that when two cultures come into contact for any length of 

time, an exchange of ideas and products will take place that, through time, produce varying 

levels of convergence between the cultures; that is they become similar. Acculturation may 

occur when the contact is for a longer period and is deeper. (Williams, 1998) However, this 

process will not necessarily be balanced, as one culture is likely to be stronger than the other. 

One of the perceived negative effects of this acculturation process is the reduction in the 

diversity of global cultures. Ex: ‘McDonaldization’, ‘Coca-Localization’ 

  

http://www.p12.nysed.gov/ciai/socst/grade3/glossary.html#b
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6. Discussion 

      Discussion and reading about other cultures definitely helps build cultural awareness, but 

opinions presented must be carefully measured. Sometimes they may represent unwarranted 

stereotypes, an assessment of only a subgroup of a particular group of people, or a situation that 

has since undergone drastic changes. It is always a good idea to get varied viewpoints about the 

same culture. 

      Clustering cultures is key to better living: Some countries may share many attributes that 

help mold their cultures (the modifiers may be language, religion, geographical location, etc.). 

Based on this data obtained from past cross-cultural studies, countries may be grouped by 

similarities in values and attitudes. Fewer differences may be expected when moving within a 

cluster than when moving from one cluster to another. 

        Determining the extent of global involvement, all enterprises operating globally need not 

have the same degree of cultural awareness. The further a company moves out from the sole 

role of doing domestic business, the more it needs to understand cultural differences. Moving 

outward on more than one axis simultaneously makes the need for building cultural awareness 

even more essential.  

CONCLUSION 

Therefore, it simply means that you just can't throw people from different cultures 

together and expect it to be all hunky-dory. It takes deliberate effort to help people navigate 

differences in order to get to those optimal outcomes like innovation, community connection, 

and attraction/retention. It doesn't always happen automatically or naturally. This is why the 

diversity and inclusion field exists. Companies like mine, TMI Consulting, help communities 

and companies learn the skills and tools necessary to work well across differences.  

        Advantages include increased innovation, and in the workplace, faster time to market. 

More ideas can spur a greater range of services as well. In other words, diversity in its many 

forms is a competitive advantage provided companies are inclusive of their diverse workforce. 

       Disadvantages include communication issues if people have not been schooled in the 

primary differences among cultures, which by default also lead to increased educational costs. 

There is also the potential for disrespect if people have not fostered curiosity about differences 

among people. 
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