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INTRODUCTION

The impact of cultural diversity on group interactions
through technology is an active research area. Current
research has found that a student’s culture appears to
influence online interactions with teachers and other
students (Freedman & Liu, 1996). Students from Asian
and Western cultures have different Web-based learning
styles(Liang & McQueen, 1999), and Scandinavian stu-
dents demonstrate a more restrained online presence
compared totheir more expressive American counterparts
(Bannon, 1995). Differenceswere al so found across cul -
tures in online compared to face-to-face discussions
(Warschauer, 1996). Student engagement, discourse, and
interaction are valued highly in “western” universities.
With growing internationalization of western campuses,
increasing use of educational technology both on and off
campus, and rising distance learning enrollments, inter-
cultural frictions are bound to increase.

This research adds to the body of knowledge by
evaluating e-mail effectiveness as acommunication me-
diuminfacilitating meaningful classparticipationintwo
distance education institutions. This work investigates
onlinestudent interaction inthe South Pacific region. The
scattered geography of the South Pacific has produced
immense variations in culture among a relatively low
population base. For example, in thetiny island group of
Vanuatu with apopulation of lessthan 200,000, over 110
different languagesare spoken (Myers& Tan, 2002). This
makes the South Pacific an ideal laboratory in which to
exploretheimpact of cultural differencesononlinelearn-
ing, as the region contains a broad representation of the
cultural characteristics found throughout the world.

Subjects were drawn from business information sys-
temsand computer information technol ogy classesat the
University of the South Pacific and Central Queensland
University. Three research questions were addressed:

. Doescultural background affect theextent towhich
distance education students use e-mail to commu-

nicate with educators and other students for aca-
demic and social reasons?

. Doescultural background affect the academic con-
tent of e-mail messages from distance education
students?

. Does cultural background influence distance edu-
cation students' preference to ask questions or
provide answers using e-mail instead of face-to-
facecommunication?

BACKGROUND

There have been anumber of papersthat have examined
the impact of cultural diversity and group interactionin
computer-mediated communication environments
(Jarvenpaa& Leidner, 1998). Hofstede' s(1991) well-known
model categorizes different cultures according to five
pairsof dimensions (Figure 1)

Although not exhaustive, Hof stede’ s model has been
widely used, and it provides a useful starting point for
exploringtheinfluenceof cultural backgrounds(Holden,
2002; Myers& Tan, 2002). For thisresearchthefocuswas
on the dimensions of individualism versus collectivism,
and high power distance versus low power distance.
These two dimensions were considered to have the most
impact on learning style, the individualism/collectivism
dimension will affect theway studentsinteract with their
peers, and the power distance dimension will influence
the way they interact with their professor.

Hofstede's work indicated that there was a strong
correlation between a country’ s national wealth and the
degree of individualism in its culture. Richer countries
tend to have an individualistic style, whereas poorer
countries are more collectivist. As a poorer country be-
comeswealthier, it tendsto movetowardsan individual -
isticpattern. Additionally, peoplefromarural background
tend to be more collectivist than those from an urban
background. Countries which fall into the low power
distance, individualist category are Australia, New
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Figure 1. Hofstede' s model of cultural differences
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Zealand, North America, England, and Scandinavia; coun-
triesin Asia, India, and South Americawould be consid-
ered high power distance and collectivist (Hofstede,
1991).

If acountry is collectivist, it isalso likely to exhibit
characteristics of a high power distance country, where
the views of senior people tend not to be questioned.
Pacific Island people are in the high power distance
category with their system of chiefsand their tradition of
not questioning the chief’s decision. South Pacific soci-
ety isalso collectivist with the custom of “Kere Kere” or
not being able to refuse afavor that is asked of you by a
member of your own in-group.

Figure 2. Container model of knowledge transfer
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There have been a number of recent publications
reviewing aspects of the development of IT in the South
Pacific (Davis, McMaster & Nowak, 2002; Olutimayin,
2002; Purcell & Toland, 2004), however no research has
yet been published that maps Hofstede's model on the
many South Pacific cultures. Lynch, Szorengi, and L odhia
(2002) have explored Hof stede’ sframework with respect
to Fiji, hypothesizing where the indigenous Fijian popu-
lation and the Indo Fijian population would fit into the
framework, however they arestill inthe processof collect-
ing empirical evidence to validate their theories. This
research forms a useful starting point to locate South
Pacific cultures on the dimensionsof individualism, col-
lectivism, and power distance.

M ost research ontheeffect of cultural differenceshas
focused on traditional face-to-face teaching, rather than
distanceeducation. Theliteraturehasoftencited difficul -
tiesin motivating students from collectivist (as opposed
toindividualistic) culturesto“ speak up” inaface-to-face
learning situation. Students from a collectivist culture
prefer to listen, reflect, and discuss material with their
peers, before preparing a written response. In common
with many other collectivist cultures, it would be consid-
ered undesirable for students to speak up in class, as
communicationismostly teacher centered. InFiji, lectur-
ers have widely commented on the “quietness” of their
students (Handel, 1998). Additionally, in some pacific
cultural norms, student silenceisseen asasign of respect
for teachers (Matthewson et al., 1998).

More research is needed to understand fully the cul-
tural contexts in which distance education programs are
situated and how distance students process materials,
especially in asecond language (Guy, 1991). One study
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concluded that students from collectivist cultures would
be less receptive to distance education than students
from individualistic cultures. Cultural differences also
affect the way students interact with different types of
messages (Anakwe, 1999). It has been shown that stu-
dents from individualistic cultures are more willing to
respond to ambiguous messages, which may result in a
different approachto e-mail (Gudykunst, 1997).

THE SOUTH PACIFIC STUDY

The two distance education institutions studied have
different approaches to education. In the University of
the South Pacific (USP), knowledge transfer tends to
occur inaone-directional modefrom professor to student.
Thisfamiliar model isoften called the container or transfer
model of knowledge transfer, or migratory knowledge
(Badaracco, 1991). USP' s distance education model re-
flects the traditional correspondence course model, in
that learning materials are packaged for students, and
little interaction is anticipated between student and
teacher. Figure 2 proposes an adaptation of the container
model, incorporating abridging function (Jinetal., 1998)
as well as components to reflect the effect of distance
learning technology and cultural factors on knowledge
transfer.

In contrast, Central Queensland University (CQU)
distance education pedagogy is extraordinarily depen-
dent on e-mail interaction between students and profes-
sors. Fifty percent of students’ gradesare based on group
exercises. Groupsconsist of 5-10 studentsfrom 12 coun-
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tries. Students are assigned to groups by the course
coordinator to maximizein-group diversity. Studentsare
required to post within group and between group evalu-
ations to a threaded discussion forum each week. Stu-
dents are encouraged to learn from each other, aswell as
their professor (Romm, 2001; Jones, 1999).

Thesocial constructionmodel of learning and know!-
edgetransfer (Figure 3) fitswell with the CQU approach
tolearning. Thismodel represents knowledge asone part
of a process. It considers knowledge, cognition, action,
and communication asinseparable.

“The term enactment captures this interrelationship
among the different aspects of knowing, acting,
communicating, and perceiving. Knowledge takes on
meaning as the entity interacts with its environment
through communicating with other entities, acting (and
thereby changing the environment) and interpreting
cues arising from these interactions.” Weick (1979)

FINDINGS

To assess theimpact of these two approachesto distance
education on students from different cultures, two stud-
ies were conducted in parallel. The University of South
Pacific study examined how distance education students
from different cultural backgrounds used e-mail to com-
municate with other students and teachers. Four hundred
USP students located at different regional centers were
surveyed about their e-mail usage. In the Central
Queensland University study, postings to threaded dis-

Figure 3. Social construction model of knowledge transfer
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cussion groups by 867 distance education students based
inFiji and Australiawereanalyzed. For adetailed discus-
sion of research methodology and findings, see Frank,
Toland, and Schenk (2004).

Study findings suggested differences in usage of e-
mail by students from individualistic and collectivist
cultures both in terms of the quantity of messages sent,
and in the nature of those messages. Australian students
(individualist—Iow power distance culture) send signifi-
cantly morepoststo their discussion board thando Fijian
students (collectivist—high power distance culture).
Australian students appear more ready to respond to
guestions than Fijian students do. Fijian students volun-
teer fewer answersto the threaded discussion group. One
explanation might be associated with fear of “losing face’
among their peer group. Another possibility might be
Fijian students view participation on the list as not di-
rectly affectingtheir grade, and thereforeseeno reasonto
volunteer answers.

Ananalysisof Fijian messages confirmed that alarge
percentage of messages were social in nature; students
seem to use the lists more for forming groups than Aus-
tralian students. Further investigation of questionsasked
by Fijian students indicated a need for reduction in
ambiguity about assignment specifications.

CONCLUSION

The South Pacific region, isolated, vast, and culturally
diverse, was sel ected asan appropriateresearch environ-
ment in which to study the effect of cultural differences
and educational technology on distance education. The
research context was two competing distance education
institutionsinFiji: theUniversity of the South Pacific and
Central Queensland University. E-mail wasused for teach-
ingand learningindifferent waysat theseinstitutions. At
Central Queensland University, interactive e-mail was
incorporated into distance education pedagogy acrossall
courses, whereas at the University of the South Pacific e-
mail wasused moreinformally.

Three research questions were addressed: Does cul-
tural background affect the extent to which distance
education students use e-mail to communicate with edu-
cators and other students for academic and social rea-
sons? Does cultural background affect the academic
content of e-mail messages? Does cultural background
influence students’ preference to ask questions or pro-
vide answersusing e-mail ?

Two studieswereconducted in parallel. Subjectswere
drawn from business information systems and computer
information technology taught by distance educators at
the University of the South Pacific and Central Queensland

University. Four hundred University of the South Pacific
students located at different regional centers were sur-
veyed about their e-mail usage. Inthe Central Queensland
University study, postings to course discussion lists by
867 students based in Fiji and Australia were analyzed.
Theresults of these studies suggest that there are signifi-
cant differencesinthe useof e-mail by distanceeducation
students from different cultural backgrounds.

High power-distance/collectivist students are more
likely tousee-mail tointeract socially withtheir peersthan
they are to use it for contacting their professors. These
distance education students tend to ask more questions
than low power-distance/individualist students, and their
guestions are more likely to focus on group formation or
reduction of assignment ambiguity. They also tend to
volunteer fewer answers than low power-distance/indi-
vidualistic students. Anxiety over “loss of face” may
contribute to collectivist students' reluctance to volun-
teer answers.

FUTURE TRENDS

Notwithstanding the geographical limitations of these
studies, the findings may have wider relevance as dis-
tance education classes worldwide become more cultur-
ally diverse. Future researchers might wish to pursue a
more qualitative study in different geographic settings,
interviewing students and academics to gain a more in-
depth understanding of the reasons for some of the
observed behaviors. Additional research in this areais
important as we expand teaching across cultural bound-
aries through the use of distance education.
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KEY TERMS

Container M odel: Knowledgeflowsdirectly fromthe
teacher to the learner, independently of the learner’s
environment.

Cultural Diversity: Theway that peoplehavediffer-
ent values and attitudes depending on where they were
born and the society that brought them up.

Enactment: Knowledge only takes on meaning asit
interacts with the learner’s environment.

I ndividualism/Collectivism: Anindividualist society
isonewhere each person isexpected to be self-sufficient
and look after themselves and their immediate family. A
collectivist society isonewhereevery personisamember
of agroup, and loyalty isto that group. Typically, in an
individualist society, any money earned will be kept by
the individual that earns it, whereas in a collectivist
society, earnings will be shared among the group
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Long-Term Orientation: Thisrefersto asociety’s
attitude towards time, do they tend to plan for along- or
ashort-termtimehorizon.

Masculinity/Femininity: Societiesthat are masculine
would favor values such as assertiveness, competitive-
ness, and toughness. Soci etieswith amorefemininefocus
would be more nurturing, cooperative, and concerned
with the quality of life.

Migratory Knowledge: Knowledge that can travel
directly fromteacher tolearner without changinginform
or substance.

OnlineGroup I nteraction: Theuse of computer-me-
diated communication such ase-mail, chat, or athreaded
discussion by a group to communicate for the purposes
of carrying out atask.

Power Distance: The way authority figures are per-
ceived: in countries with a high power distance, aleader
isanauthoritarian figureor abenevolent dictator and their
authority will not be questioned; in alow power distance
country, individuals are prepared to argue with leaders,
who must be able to justify their decisions.

Social Construction: Inthismodel of learning, knowl-
edge, cognition, action, and communication are seen as
inseparable.

Uncertainty Avoidance: Thisishow asociety reacts
to change or something that is unknown; a society with
a high uncertainty avoidance will resist anything that is
different.
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