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The culture studies in international business: A tale of two paradigms
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Introduction
Culture studies in International business are characterized by two paradigms called the essentialist and the social constructivist paradigm. The essentialist paradigm has been dominating within the field until now (Taras and Steel, 2009) but more and more scholars are using a social constructivist approach (Brannen, 2004). The two paradigms are hostile towards each other and both feel superior to the other. Minkov (2013) has renamed the essentialist paradigm culturology as opposed to the ethnographic tradition.
The purpose of this paper is to redefine our understanding of culture in International business by explaining the relationship between the two paradigms as both/or that is they are paradoxical and  complementary yet incommensurable. Bohr’s complementarity principle is illuminating and useful for understanding the relationship between the paradigms.
A paradigm is defined as  ”a philosophical and theoretical framework of a scientific school or discipline within which theories, laws, and generalizations and the experiments performed in support of them are formulated ”[footnoteRef:1] We will present the two main paradigms as culture as values and culture as meaning. For the sake of clarity of the arguments, we present the two paradigms separately. It has not so far been possible to bridge two paradigms between anthropologists and culturologists (Minkov, 2013) and researchers have suggested that the two paradigms are in a state of “war” (Martin, 2002, Jackson & Carter, 1993)  as it cannot be proven that one of them are fundamentally wrong as it depends on in which context where they are used. [1:  Definition from the Marriam-Webster online dictionary (http://www.m-w.com/dictionary/paradigm)  ] 

Culture
Culture means to till (latin cultura or colo as verb) and is known in modern language in words like agriculture (field tilling).  The study of culture in modern times in western societies began early in the 20th Century with American anthropologist such as Ruth Benedict (1887-1948) and Margaret Mead (1901-78). Culture is a fussy concept and already in the 1950s more than 150 definitions of culture had been counted (Kroeber & Kluckhohn, 1952)  and later more has been added. The word culture has different meaning in different languages. For example in continental Europe ‘culture’ has two meanings, namely, that of comprising fine arts and the same as in English where you have a culture one (fine arts) and a culture two focusing on ways of living in general. In East Asia the word for culture refers primarily to literary or artistic creation (Holden, 2002). These differences in the meaning of culture are the reason that the concept culture itself has been criticized for bringing up more problems than it solves (Scollon and Scollon, 1995).
The oldest modern definition of culture stems from Tylor (1871) who define culture as that complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, moral, law, custom and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of society (Holden, 2002). There is no agreement among scholars of culture about its definition.  Some anthropologists are even not using the concept of culture any longer because any definition is said to be contributing to reifying it and put people into categories, where they might not belong.
The two paradigms of culture study in International business
The two main paradigms for the study of culture have evolved systematically only during the last 50 years despite the many definitions of culture available earlier. The first paradigm is the classic anthropological concept touched upon above. This paradigm sees culture as meaning and has C. Geertz as one the main proponent focusing on “thick” qualitative emic descriptions of culture (Geertz, 1973)[footnoteRef:2]. This paradigm is often labeled the social constructivist paradigm.  The other paradigm normally named the essentialist paradigm is mainly focusing on values and has the purpose of clustering similar national cultures or ethnic groups based on a few value-based dimensions but also to measure cultural distance. This paradigm only appeared in full scale during the 1980s with the publication of Hofstede’s (1980) Culture’s Consequences and it has mainly been popular within business studies where national differences are important when companies operate in foreign markets. [2:  A more detailed discussing can be found in the section on social constructivist approach to culture] 

Both paradigms see culture as acquired and not biologically based,  but aside from that the commonalities are few and both paradigms have been heavily criticized by the counterpart  and research groups have split-up because of difference in paradigms among the individual researchers [footnoteRef:3]. [3:  personal experience of one of the authors] 

Social Constructivist paradigm
The social constructivist paradigm sees culture as “constructed with a specific purpose in mind and it is constantly in the making” (Blasco et al 2012). This social constructivist or emic paradigm has a longer history than the essentialist or etic paradigm, but if one should mention a seminal book within the social constructivst paradigm it will be C. Geertz (1973). The Interpretation of Cultures.
Geertz state “the concept of culture I espouse … is essentially a semiotic one. Believing… that man is an animal suspended in webs of significance he himself has spun. I take culture to be those webs and the analysis of it to be therefore not an experimental science in search of law but an interpretive one in search of meaning.. . It is explication I am after, construing social expression on their surface enigmatical” (Geertz, 1973, p.5).
Geertz states that we must proceed interpreting a culture’s web of symbols by specifying the internal relationships among these elements and characterize the whole system in some general ways—according to the core symbols around which it is organized. The underlying structures of it are a surface expression or the ideological principle upon which it is based is called culture. Systems or nets of meanings are what produce culture; they are the collective property of a particular people (Geertz, 1973).
Geertz aimed to provide the social sciences with an understanding and appreciation of interpretive science. The study of culture can only be interpretative according to Geertz. These interpretive studies are characterized by the following:  
1.	Cultural analysis is a kind of semiotics that traces the manner in which meaning is created and ascribed. The raw observational material collected by an ethnographer is not sufficient if we are to achieve a thick description of a culture. Culture as bearer of social identities is constructed both by self-definition and by others’ ascription and interpretations.
2.       The subject of interpretation is the flow of social discourse. Interpretative ethnography according to Geertz should produce the codes required for decoding social events.
3.       Data collection and interpretation are limited to what local informants can tell us and what we can observe. Therefore the thickest of descriptions can only be based on expressions of culture.
4.       Ethnographic description is microscopic. According to Geertz ethnographic findings describe local behaviors and truths as serve as an ethnographical miniature. We always view specific and contextualized happenings, and these make up the thick description. The devil is in the details[footnoteRef:4] .  [4:  http://culturalstudiesnow.blogspot.dk/2012/05/clifford-geertzs-thick-description.html] 

The social constructionist paradigm was mainly developed by organizational scholars interested in interpretive research asking how organizational participants make sense of their social world. According to this paradigm reality is socially constructed, but is also multiple. Different set of actors may define their reality differently (Sackmann et al., 1997)
The key premises on which social constructionism rests is that subjective and social realities are constructed by societal and cultural processes which are historically based but changing over time. They are performed in a context of relationships, in which individuals are embedded, and discourse (texts and talks) plays a central role in these ongoing negotiations.  
This implies that culture is not observable essence but made up of relations in a process by which worldviews, social relations, and identities are continually constructed and reconstructed through discursive action. A culture comes into existence in relation to and in contrast with another culture. A social constructionist paradigm therefore emphasizes the actors’ symbolization, communication, and identification processes.
Each person’s social reality is built up of cultural constructions, meanings and interpretations that are kept in place by negotiation and mutual consent. Cultural patterns are thus results of social, discursive processes, understood as ongoing negotiations that constantly create, uphold and transform perceptions of reality. Nevertheless cultural patterns may become internalized and thus appear as stable and “objective”. But cultural meanings are contingent and contextual. Therefore, a national or an organizational culture may well be fragmented and change according to circumstances. Cultural patterns of interpretation are produced, reproduced, and continually changed by the people identifying with them. Also, people’s affiliation to national and organizational cultures, as well as to other cultural communities, is subject to change, and boundaries between cultures thus become fluid.
Since reality is socially and discursively constructed it can neither be viewed as simply determined by external factors nor as something natural nor given. Accordingly, social identities and cultures have no internal essence; they are not genuine and stable, but rather negotiated, and contingent. The nature of culture is fluency. 
The Essentialist Paradigm 
The most prominent advocator of the essentialist paradigm Geert Hofstede defines culture as the “mental programming of the mind” (Hofstede, 2001, p.9).His book Culture’s Consequences with several thousand cites has been called a “super classic” (Taras and Steel, 2009). He talks about four layers of culture i.e. values, rituals, heroes and symbols, where the last three together are called practices. Culture can be interpreted at the group level as a propensity for a certain position on a value dimension such as individualism – collectivism and the degree of hierarchy (Hofstede 2001). 
Culture is learned and mainly acquired during childhood and before the age of 10. Core values are acquired in shared groups such as families, nurseries and schools (Hofstede, 2001). During the first 10 years of children’s life they possess a nearly unlimited ability to absorb learning for survival.  Values are difficult to change because they are acquired early in lifehood. Furthermore Hofstede (2001) emphasize that core values are non-rational and they are ends not means and that they are either non-consciously taken for granted or seen as direct derivations from one’s own experience or from some external authorities. 
The essentialist paradigm emphasize that culture should focus on studying values. All variations of the essentialist approach to cultures talk about values either as the desired or as the desirable or as both. Values are often different from deeds as emphasized by Hofstede (Hofstede 2001)
Values are defined as “broad tendencies to prefer certain states of affairs over others” (Hofstede 2001, p.5). They are “feelings with arrows to them: Each has a plus and minus pole” (Hofstede, 2001, p.6) Examples of values are good versus evil; dangerous versus safe, and paradoxical versus logical, appropriate versus inappropriate to mention a few.
 Hofstede’s Culture’s Consequences was published with the aim of pinpointing cultural value differences at a national level. At the time it was the most ambitious empirical study of cultural values with 116.000 questionnaires returned (Hofstede 1984). The study was inspired by North American researcher, for instance the work of the sociologist Alex Inkeles and the psychologist Alex Levinson who through the 1950s and 1960s had published a series of books and articles about national character and the influence of socialization (see for example Inkeles and Levinson, 1969, original 1954). Hofstede praised their contribution, namely that they discussed at least three of the four dimensions he found empirically in the first edition of Culture’s Consequences that is “relation to authority [power distance], conception of self [individualism and femininity]and primary dilemmas or conflicts and ways of dealing with them” [uncertainty avoidance] (Hofstede, 1984  , p 37)[footnoteRef:5] Despite the similarities Hofstede was critical of the concept of ‘national character’ and turned to the sociologists Talcott Parsons and Edward Shils and their studies of culture for inspiration (Parsons and Shils, 1951).  [5:  […] inserted] 

Culturology as this paradigm of culture has labelled itself (Minkov, 2013) sees culture as an empirical category of relatively stable, homogeneous, internally consistent system of values, which can be objectively described (cf. Hastrup, 1995); something that members of a group, an organization, or a nation have or bear collectively. 
Values are seen as the core part of culture, and social behaviors, called rituals, heroes and symbol by  Hofstede, are seen as partly caused by values as the outer layers of an ‘onion’, which is the metaphor Hofstede uses  (Hofstede, 2001, Leung & Bond, 1989). Kluckhohn defined a value as “a conception, explicit or implicit, distinctive of an individual or a characteristic of a group of the desirable which influence the selection from available modes, means and ends of action” (Kluckhohn, 1967, p. 393) Hofstede visualized his conception of culture by drawing an ‘onion’ with values as the core surrounded by rituals, heroes and symbols as the most outer layer that people like to exchange between cultures. For example westerners like to taste Chinese food and vice versa. 
Hofstede’s six value dimensions are individualism-collectivism, degree of power distance, degree of uncertainty avoidance, femininity-masculinity, long-term versus short-term orientation. Recently the long-term versus short-term dimension was changed to the pragmatic versus normative dimension found from Minkov’s analysis of the World Value Survey because this value is highly correlated to Hofstede’s long-term versus short term orientation. A sixth value dimension was added in Hofstede, Hofstede & Minkov 2010 also based of Minkov’s analysis of the World Value Survey named indulgence versus restraint (for a more detailed review please refer to Li & Worm, 2014).
After the publication of Cultures Consequences other researchers followed such as Schwartz (1994). Schwartz is the only researcher within the paradigm with a theoretical point of departure. The others are empirical driven. He found overall three dimensions. The first is embeddedness versus autonomy. Embedded people are viewed as entities embedded in the collectivity while in autonomy cultures, people are viewed as autonomous, bounded entities. The second is hierarchy versus egalitarianism. Egalitarianism seeks to induce people to recognize one another as moral equals versus hierarchy relying on hierarchical systems of ascribed roles. The third dimension is mastery versus harmony. Harmony emphasizes fitting into the world as it is. Mastery encourages active self-assertion in order to master and change the natural and social environment to attain group or personal goals. Trompenaars (1993) operated with three dimensions, the first two being achievement versus ascription and individualism versus collectivism. The third dimension is not labeled but is more similar to particularism  versus universalism (Smith, Dugan & Trompenaars 1996).[For a more detailed coverage of other researchers with a essentialist paradigm see Li & Worm, 2014]
The above description shows that the number and content of values are unknown at the group level and at least so far mainly determined by the statistical outcome of empirical studies. A summary of the differences between the essentialist and social constructivist paradigm is shown in table 1.
Table 1. The two paradigms of culture study
	
	Essentialist
	Social constructivist

	Representative work
	Hofstede (1980)
	Geertz (1973)

	Culture as
	Values
	Meaning 

	Definition of culture
	Collective programming of the mind
	the webs of significance we make around themselves

	Stability of culture
	Stable
	Transformative

	Socialization
	Childhood
	Lifetime practitioning

	Tendency
	Propensity
	Uniqueness

	Research methodology
	Quantitative
	qualitative

	Depth of description
	Thin 
	Thick

	Kind of Understanding
	Objectively described
	Interaction



The debate
Both paradigms have been severely criticized by business scholars and by people who supported the other paradigm. Internal inconsistencies within a paradigm will not be discussed.
Fang (2006) criticize the bipolar nature of the essentialist paradigm. According to Fang, instead of either/or, culture is by nature both/and, and thereby paradoxical. A culture can under certain circumstances be collectivistic but in another context be individualistic. Intra-cultural values are not consistent and they are context dependent. The contextual view means that “moment” is important as predominant cultural values change depending on the context. In continuation, Fang sees culture as a living organisms and not “fossils” meaning that culture change continuously instead of being static. He uses the metaphor of “ocean” instead of Hofstede’s “onion” metaphor. Oceans are open and mix with each other, whereas onions are layered and roll in separate direction after bumping into each other. The onion metaphor indicates that the core decide the condition of the outer layers, which is in accordance with Hofstede’s perception of culture where values to a high degree determine behavior. Fang see the interaction between values and behavior as much more interactive and going both ways. Finally he states that Hofstede national “black-boxes” today are transformed by globalization to much more fluid, mobile and virtual conditions. Where acquiring cultural values primarily according to Hofstede takes place before the age of ten then it is a continuous process according to Fang and other social constructivists. Of course the difference is not either/or, but a matter of degree. Social constructivists also talk about socialization and identity building among young people, but see them as less stable.
The essentialist paradigm is an empirical category, that is said to be stable, homogenous, internally consistent system of distinctive assumptions, values, and norm, which can be objectively described and something members of a group, an organization or a nation have or bear collectively (Gertsen and Søderberg, 2000). Gertsen and Søderberg (2000) see culture as a complex phenomenon that cannot be captured through simplifications. Finally an issue mentioned is that the essentialist approach tends to use nation state as the basic unit of analysis. Gertsen and Søderberg (2000) emphasize that most nation states consist of several ethnic groups - a growing trend with increased globalization. In addition any nation state consists of many types of culture such as regional, professional, gender, and educational culture.
Furthermore the social constructivist paradigm emphasize that culture is changing all the time and internally contradictory and that the essentialist dimensional way of understanding culture is binary and not like a spiral or even a circle as is the preferred metaphor among social constructivist.
In their article “Rethinking Cross Cultural Management in a Globalizing Business World”, Søderberg and Holden (2002) also criticized the essentialist paradigm of culture as “a stable, homogeneous, internally consistent system consisting of […] values and norms transmitted by socialization” (pp. 107-108). They pointed out that culture is not stable but dynamic, not consistent but contradictory and paradoxical.
A more radical criticism stems from Jacobsen (2015). He emphasizes the viewpoint that culture is seen a process: A consequence of such an approach is that a manager is only partly perceived of as a representation of a particular national culture and is thus only partly expected to act accordingly. Arguably, what if culture instead of being perceived as an explanatory framework in itself constitutes aggregated reflections of coordinated social processes that is not based on perceived cultural differences of ‘the other’, but rather on different types of social strategic processes that are constructed in order to safeguard or justify one’s position in the local business community? If we are to adopt such a perception of culture then it is important to delineate and document the origin and context of these processes in order to map the social landscape in which the manager in question work.
A consequence of such a perspective is that the aggregated sum or reflections of such processes can be conceived of as what we otherwise would term ‘culture’.  Notions of culture are thus the aggregated sum of social and strategic processes defining a given business context. In order to further analytically engage these processes the analyst has to move beyond an etic perspective and towards an emic one. This means that we have to move towards an actor oriented perspective which, according to Weber and Glynn (2006), is governed by processes of sense-making of a manager’s immediate social environment, who thus perceive, interpret and react according to changes taking place there so as to enhance his or her strategic positioning in that particular business environment (Weber and Glynn 2006).
A processual approach towards culture thus aims at avoiding a separation between structure and agency. Structures constitute opportunities for as well as constraints on agency. The next logical step in the analysis is the introduction of the notion of practice. An social constructivist account is generally based on practice, as behavior based practice can be understood as a representation of specifically selected extroverted experiences, - experiences gained during interaction within a given societal context. Practice is thus one of the guiding systems that govern ‘navigation’ in a known as well as in an unknown (try and error mode) social-economic context.
Agency is never purely individual as it always takes place in a social context, because as transactions are mediated by significant symbols, social agency can never be attributed to any singular actor. In other words, an act has no agency capacity unless it calls out some sort of response.  By this is meant that hermeneutic encompasses everything in the interpretative process including verbal and nonverbal forms of communication as well as prior experiences that affect communication such as presuppositions and pre-understandings in relation to a given context. Here we are returned to the close relationship between structure and agency that is guided by practice (Jakobsen, 2015). 
Nuanced cultural understanding debunks sophisticated stereotypes (Osland and Bird, 2000). We assume self-reflection and self-adjustment due to contradictory experience will result in first-hand experience and nuanced cultural understanding that goes beyond sophisticated stereotypes.
Culture is from this perspective seen at an individual level where individuals co-create themselves continuously. Where the culturologist focus on a collective socialization process predominantly taking place before the age of 10, according to the social constructivist paradigm which is dominant in organization studies, the individual is seen a change agent throughout his or her entire life. The agent sees people and their choice of action in the specific context and act accordingly. By avoiding categorizing other people the sophisticated stereotypes become abundant. 
Essentialistic criticism of the social constructivist paradigm is considerable more limited than vice versa. The main criticism is that social constructivist studies are emic and therefore not comparable. They cannot say anything about intercultural interaction that is becoming increasingly common in a globalized world according to Minkov (Minkov, 2013). The social constructivist approach lacks comparability, which is in particular important when the cultural analyses are used in international business, where cultural distance plays a critical role. Etic essentialist analyses emphasize similarities and differences, which is crucial knowledge when a multinational enterprise enter a new marked and starts operation there (Minkov, 2013). As the social constructivist paradigm lack the possibility of comparability transferability of business activities are therefore not possible either.
In short, the two paradigms have different purposes, perspectives, and methodologies. Therefore they appear mutually exclusive and incompatible. Minkov (2013) mentioned that the two paradigms cannot be merged. The authors of this article agree with this viewpoint, but both approaches have their value in a certain contextual setting in today’s world, where contextual intelligence and dialecticism is becoming a more and more crucial competences.
A reconciliation of the two paradigms
Instead of engaging in a paradigm war (Baum & Dobbin, 2000; Martin, 2002; Jackson & Carter, 1993), we suggest a reconciliation of the two paradigms inspired by Niels Bohr’s complementarity principle.
Bohr’s complementarity principle
Bohr’s complementarity principle was initially proposed as a philosophical solution to the wave-particle duality of light. The wave-particle duality is the phenomenon that, while light can be seen as wave because its behaviors present wave properties in some experiments, it can also be seen as particle because its behaviors present particle properties in some other experiments. The wave-particle duality of light is paradoxical because wave and particle are fundamentally different and mutual exclusive in that the former is continuous while the latter is discrete[footnoteRef:6]. In 1924 Einstein put this wave-particle paradox like this, ‘There are . . . now two theories of light, both indispensable and…without any logical connection’ (Pais, 1991: 88).  [6:  In technical terms, ‘particles are localized while waves are not’ (Pais, 1991: 57).] 

According to Bohr’s complementarity principle, light (and any matter) have both wave and particle properties, or in other words, they are both wave and particle; when we try to observe or measure their properties by experiments, our observational or measurement instruments disturb or interact with the observed objects, and consequently, our observations, or the captured properties, is a result of the disturbance or interaction between the observational instruments and the observed objects. An experiment designed to observe the wave properties will result in wave properties in our observation and an experiment designed to observe the particle properties will result in particle properties. Due to the fundamental difference between wave and particle, the two properties can never be captured simultaneously in one single experiment or observation[footnoteRef:7]. However, no matter how contradictory the wave and particle descriptions of the object are, they are complementary and necessary for a complete description of the object.  [7:  In technical terms, ‘it is a simple consequence of the noncommutativity of’ wave and particle (Pais, 1991: 304).] 

According to Bohr, due to this interaction or measurement problem, it is impossible to give a pure quantum description of the world. On the other hand, it is also impossible to give a pure classical description of the world. Bohr’s solution to this paradoxical situation is ‘to divide the system whose description is sought into two parts: one, the object, is to be described quantum-mechanically, whereas the other, the apparatus, is treated as if it were classical’ (Landsman, 2006: 221). This quantum-classical division or separation is called ‘Heisenberg cut’. Quantum physics represent incompatible separation like classical physics, while they are complementary to each other.
Inspiration from Bohr’s complementarity principle
One of the insights of Bohr’s complementarity principle is that the existence of different descriptions of any object is caused by the measurement problem, namely, different observations or measurements will produce different interactions between subject and object and therefore different descriptions of these interactions.
The inspiration we gain from Bohr’s complementarity principle is that, in social science, the contradiction caused by the competing or opposite descriptions, theories, or paradigms of the same phenomenon is of epistemological rather than ontological nature. 
The epistemological contradiction is caused by two main factors, cognitive differentiation and paradigmatic thinking. The differentiation in cognition is in turn caused by two factors, different academic background and focusing on different aspects of the same phenomenon. People differ in terms of academic discipline and methodological training. For example, economists and sociologists tend to see things different. Gary Becker (1973), a Nobel Prize-winning economist, uses economic rationality to explain family including issue marriage and his theory is very different from those of sociologists. Differentiation in cognition may be caused also by focusing on different aspects of the same phenomenon. For example, focusing on structure and focusing on function of an object will result in different descriptions; similarly, focusing on outcome and focusing on process will cause differentiation in cognition. 
Paradigmatic thinking is what Lewis & Grimes (1999: 672) call ‘paradigm mentality’. One with a paradigmatic thinking tends to adopt an either/or mentality, namely, of two contradictory or opposite views on a same thing, if one of the two is correct, the other must be wrong and under no circumstance both of the two views can be correct simultaneously. This either/or mentality is in line with Aristotle’s formal logic. Such a paradigmatic thinking coupled with cognitive differentiation will tend to accentuate the contradiction and overlook the complementarity between opposite views.
On the other hand, one adopting a dialectical thinking tends to see the less visible links or complementarity between the seemingly contradictory views. From a philosophical point of view, any opposite views are complementary and necessary for a complete description of anything, just like the two sides of the same coin. From a less philosophical and more substantive point of view, there is a context dependency situation in judging competing views. In some contexts (e.g., academic disciplines), essentialism is more relevant or applicable than the social constructivism. This is often the case for the international business field. While in other contexts, for example, the communication studies, the social constructivism is more relevant than essentialism. If we take time or temporal context into consideration, we may argue that along the evolutionary history of some academic studies, the relevance of essentialism versus social constructivism has been changing along the way and now there has been call for more balanced use of both paradigms. 
Therefore, no matter how seemingly contradictory the competing paradigms are, they are complementary and necessary for a more comprehensive understanding of the same phenomenon. Figure 1 shows our abovementioned argument. Now we apply above generic view inspired by Bohr’s complementarity principle to understand the contradictory yet complementary relationship between the two culture study paradigms. 

Figure 1. A reconciliation of competing views inspired by Bohr’s complementarity principle

[image: ]

The above figure shows the generic presentation of our argument.  We discuss briefly the figure and thereby clarify and exemplify why we consider the two paradigms of cultural understanding as ontological complementary but epistemological contradictory.
The two paradigms are epistemological contradictory first of all because paradigmatic thinking means continuity as well incommensurability (Willmott, 1993).
In terms of cognitive differences the two paradigms adopt per definition deference lenses or different aspects like the blind man feeling different part of an elephant. Whatever part he touched gave him special imagination of what it was, but he would never guess it is an elephant because he can only touch small part of the elephant. Similarly the social constructivists analyze and describe one part namely the process while the essentialist paradigm mainly describes the outcome. For example Hofstede presented the quantitative differences between national cultures whereas Jacobsen (2015) from a social constructivist perspective is trying to understand processes by getting into the head of the counterpart by a qualitative method.  
In addition different academic disciplines have different methodological training. Whereas economist and sociologist tend to have a quantitative training the ethnographers tend have mainly qualitative training.                                                
The paradigms are confined within different disciplinary training which means that the predominantly quantitative researchers tend to focus on the outcome (essentialist) whereas the predominantly qualitative studies focus on the process (social constructivist)
Ontologically spatial relevant domains and time matters when deciding, which of the two paradigms is more appropriate in a specific context but not in another. Further the choice of paradigms wary over time. At one time the social constructivist paradigm in dominating and at another time the essentialist paradigm becomes dominant. Time is a key factor and fluctuation occurs. 
The essentialist paradigm is most appropriate when comparing cultures whereas the social constructivist paradigm is more appropriate for example when making thick, emic description of a particular culture. In addition the use of most appropriate paradigm changes over time. In the beginning of a business project the essentialist paradigm might be the most appropriate but later an emic study using the social constructivist paradigm might be more appropriate and supplementary to the quantitative more superficial description
Historically, anthropological studies were predominant from 1900 until 1980 when Hofstede’s Culture’s Consequences was published. Before Hofstede there were a few studies using dimension (Inkeles & Levinson 1969) and the mainstream research within culture like Kluckhohn (1951) and Benedict (1947) were emic or social constructivist studies focusing on in-debt studies  of a particular country or culture. After 1980 due to globalization there became more focus on cultural studies with essentialist studies by Trompenaars (1993) and Schwartz (1994) being predominant but supplemented by emic, social constructivist studies by Geerts (1973) Jakobsen (2014) Brannen (2004), Brannen and Peterson (2009) and others.
In the 21st century the pendulum has swung back to a more middle position where both essentialist (Minkov, 2013) and social constructivist studies are common (Jacobsen 2014) and there is a call for a more balanced and nuanced view as none of the paradigms are as dominant as the essentialist were in the late 20th century.
In terms of spatial domains such as international business essentialist studies are more dominant than studies building on a social constructivist paradigm because International business is often about entering new markets whereas in other domains such as organization and communication studies still within international business the social constructivist approach is more common, but paradoxical studies applying each paradigm exist and social constructivist approaches are becoming more common in the area of globalization
Conclusion and discussion
Both international business and organizational studies are undergoing changes these years. In this article we present the paradox of the relationship between essentialism and social constructivism saying they are complementarity yet incommensurability. We show that quantum physics has dealt with the paradox about the relationship between wave and particle that are complementary yet irreconcilable. The quantum way of thinking can be extended to human systems as we show how Bohr’s complementarity principle is useful to shed light on the paradox we face with the two culture paradigms.  
Along the line of Lord et al. (2015) we describe the paradigms, which imply that cultural systems follow different logic in the flow of time and space, and a formalism based on quantum mechanics can better account for complexities endemic to cultural paradigms.                                                                                                                    
Future research in the study of culture in International business will have refine the conceptual clarity and to prove empirically that the relationship of the two cultural paradigms are contradictory yet complementary and that the two cannot be reconciled as shown in this paper.
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