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ABSTRACT

When new technologies become available and cultures adopt them, the result can be
convergence or divergencewhen culturesadopt technol ogy in different waysthat maintain
or evenfurther accentuatetheir differences. Ananalysisof full-service national web portals
fromdifferent countries, typically offering a search engine, directories of links on a set of
selected topics, news items (including weather, sports, entertainment, and stock market
results), advertisements and shopping, and free e-mail, shows evidence of both trends.
Whilemost national portalsclosely resembl ethebasic structureof Yahoo!, theoriginal free
full-service portal, there are also differences in appearance and features offered that can
be attributed to cultural variations based on Hofstede' s framework.

INTRODUCTION

Culturecan bedefined asthemanifestation of “learned behavior consisting of thoughts,
feelings and actions” (Hoft, 1996) formed under the influences of social, biological,
psychol ogical, economic and ecol ogical environmentsover an extended period of time. But,
as Hoft notes, cultureisacomplex subject encompassing many diverse concepts. By 1952,
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Kroeber and Kluckhohn (1963) had already identified 164 definitions of culture, ranging
from“learned behavior” to “ideasinthemind,” “alogical construct,” “astatistical fiction,”
and “apsychic defense mechanism” and claimed that over 300 existed (p. 291). Cultureis
a product of learning (Hoebel, 1971; Murdock, 1965), varying from place to place and
changing over time. Such changes are accelerated by various social exchanges, direct and
indirect, among peoples. Creative processes or innovations diffuse through cultures, so
times of rapid technological innovation are likely to see accelerated cultural change.

When new technologies become available and cultures adopt them, there is awide
range of possible outcomes that can be described along a dimension of convergence to
divergence. Sometimes, cultures become more similar asthey adopt technology, leading to
convergence. Alternatively, cultures may adopt technology in different waysthat maintain
or even further accentuate their differences. This creates divergence. Convergence theory,
well summarized by Coughlin (2000), can be traced back to the 18" century. By the 1960s,
convergence theorists suggested that economic development would mean that cultures
should begin to become more similar in social organization, class structure, or family
characteristics. While research showsthat convergenceisby no meansinevitable, particu-
larly inasimplelinear fashion, theconcept remainsauseful way toview theimpact of change
on cultures.

Recently, the Internet has brought about arevolution ininformation and communica-
tiontechnol ogy, affecting many aspectsof thepersonal, professional and social livesof those
connected through it. From its rootsin the United States, the Internet has spread rapidly in
the past decade and isnow accessiblein most partsof theworld (although not to most people
intheworld). Thelnternetischanging theway wedo business, obtainan educationandlearn
other skills, gather information, bank and invest, pay hills, listen to music, see movies, buy
and sell things, exchange greetingsand communi catewith others, expressviews, participate
indebatesand areentertained. Thesechangesarelikely toaffect cultures. Butareall cultures
being affected in similar ways, |eading to greater cultural homogeneity (i.e., convergence)?
Is the Internet a “virtual cultural region,” as Johnston and Johal (1999) suggest? Or are
different cultural groups adopting this particular information technology in different ways
consistent with their culture (i.e., divergence)?

To address these questions, this study examines national web portals in countries
around theworld. Portalsare “gateways’ to the Internet, web sitesthat provide some basic
information and servicesthemselvesand, moreimportantly, provideaccessto selected sites
inthe Internet through links and to many other sitesthrough search engines. Initially, there
wereonly afew such sites(notably Y ahoo!) suggesting aconvergenceview. But Y ahoo! was
quickly followed not only by American competitors, but national portalsin many countries.
This study was designed to identify both the similarities and/or variations among national
portals and attempt to explain these findings. Moreimportantly, the resultswill establish a
foundation for further research of this type. The results at this relatively early stage of
Internet usage are mixed. While national portals show considerable similarity, a closer
examination reveals some important differences that do reflect local cultures.

BACKGROUND AND LITERATURE REVIEW

Astheworld becomesmore connected through technol ogy, two competing hypotheses
have emerged regarding the effect of globalization on culture. These hypotheses are
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