Cultural influence on generational gaps

A case for medical education in the Gulf region
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Objectives: To explores cultural differences between
generations of faculty and students in undergraduate
medical education and to develop an educational
framework for stakeholders involvement.

Methods: This is a prospective cross-sectional mixed
method study. A survey was administered on students
and faculty members to measure generational
differences using Hofstede’s dimensions of cultural
orientation. The study took place at King Abdulaziz
University-Faculty of Medicine, Jeddah, Saudi Arabia,
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on February 2015. Quantitative methods, descriptive
statistics, and correlations and regression analyses
were used in data analysis. In addition, qualitative
data from focus groups were used to explain findings
obtained from the survey.

Results: A total of 736 respondents were surveyed
(129 faculty members and 607 medical students).
Faculty members across all generations shared the
same cultural values of low power distance and
masculinity and high uncertainty avoidance, long-
term orientation and collectivism. Advanced medical
students showed higher power distance, collectivism,
masculinity and long-term orientation than faculty
members; junior medical students have higher
masculinity and lower uncertainty avoidance and
collectivism.

Conclusion: This study explains both the cultural
gap between Saudi and Western medical students as
well as between Saudi generations, demonstrating the
need for customized curricular revisions.
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hortage of physicians is a global issue specially with

the increase in life expectancy and population."?
In Saudi Arabia, the population almost doubled
while the percentage of Saudi to non-Saudi qualified
physicians increased from 21.7% to 26% within
the last 4 years.>* As a result, medical schools in the
Gulf Region have been prompted to maximize the
number of enrolled students, thereby creating a
major challenge for curricular designers and faculty
members to achieve the required learning outcomes.
Consequently, medical schools in the Gulf Region
developed affiliations with international institutions to
receive educational guidance and support.” However,
the curricular structure and educational systems from
Western and other international institutions are often
based on their own educational experience with their
students, and therefore, they may not necessarily ensure
an educationally effective approach for culturally
different learners in Saudi Arabia and the Gulf Region,
more broadly. Prior studies have shown that cultural
differences may impact the educational experience of
learners.® Moreover, cultural differences also change over
time. Evidence for studies on cultural differences dates
back to Hofstede, who reported unique Saudi cultural
orientation. In Hofstede’s cultural framework, there are
5 cultural dimensions: 1) power distance, 2) uncertainty
avoidance, 3) masculinity/femininity, 4) individualism/
collectivism, and 5) long-term orientation/short-term
orientation.® Hofstede’s reported high levels of power
distance, collectivism, uncertainty avoidance and
long-term orientation among Saudi professional
workforce. Later, other reports were published using
the same Hofstede scale, but reported inconsistent
results.”” The discrepancy can be related to several
confounders including the era of the study which
determines the generation of the sample population
with their known differences in cultural orientation.'**!
Generational differences can inform our understanding
of learning tendencies and preferences that can impact
the structure of medical education.”” For example, Saudi
traditionalists (born between the year 1924 and 1945)
tend to respect authority (high power distance) while
Saudi baby boomers (born between the year 1946 and
1964) who grew up in the era of severe economic deficit
from unstudied government spending at that time,
therefore they are the generation challenges authorities
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(low power distance The relationship between both
cultural orientation and generations have been
demonstrated in previous reports.”** As such, these
studies have prompted findings on cultural differences
and values with Western and Saudi workforce; and
moreover, they also noted differences in cultural values
through generations. These cultural and generational
differences can have significant impact on the learning
and best approaches to deliver an effective educational
system. Moreover, these findings can advance our
understanding of generational gaps beyond Hofstede
and also modify the Western conceptualization of today’s
students driven by learner achievement, affiliation and
power differences.?*

This study examines cultural differences between
generations in Saudi Arabia, specifically aimed at 4
generations: i) baby boomers, represented by faculty
members born between the year 1046 and 1064;
ii) generation X, represented by faculty members born
between the year 1965 and 1980; iii) generation Y,
represented by junior faculty members and advanced
medical students born between the year 1981 and
1995; and iv) generation Z, represented by early years
medical students born between 1996 and 2010. We
use qualitative and quantitative findings from cultural
differences surveyed from faculty and learners across
generations to develop an educational framework and
strategies targeting medical education in Saudi Arabia

and the Gulf Region.

Methods. After obtaining the institutional ethical
approval, a cross-sectional explanatory mixed methods
approach was used to identify the cultural orientation
of the 4 generations participating in medical education
including faculty members and undergraduate
medical students. Structured survey questionnaire was
administered to all faculty members and undergraduate
medical students at King Abdulaziz University-Faculty
of Medicine (KAU-FOM), Jeddah, Saudi Arabia. There
were no exclusion criteria. The second step involved 2
focus groups from Generation Z medical students. The
study was conducted in February 2015.

Quantitative study. Selection of survey questionnaire.
CVSCALE. Despite extensive use of the Hofstede
framework, several studies confirmed lack of validity
evidence, including reliability and both convergent
and discriminant validity."”?"*%5 As such, we adopted
the “CVSCALE” developed by Yoo et al in this study,
which includes published validity evidence in several
reports.”##3132 The CVSCALE is a 5-dimensional Likert
scale including 26-item that measures power distance,
uncertainty  avoidance, masculinity, collectivism,
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and long-term orientation.”” All items are phrased as
expressions on how the respondents perceive situations
that demonstrate each cultural dimension. The scale
includes 5 items for the power distance, 5 items for
uncertainty avoidance, 6 items for collectivism, 4 items
for masculinity and 6 items for long-term orientation.
Arabic translation was used; to ensure exact meaning, the
authors verified the translation through retranslation of
the scale. Translation was included in the survey before
distribution in order to ensure full understanding of the
items by participants (Appendix 1).

Participants. The target population was all faculty
members and medical students studying at KAU-FOM.
Survey questionnaires were distributed on May 2015 to
all Saudi faculty members and to all students enrolled.
Only completed forms were used for the study.

Data analysis. All data were entered and analyzed
by using Statistical Package for Social Science (SPSS)
version 14.0 (SPSS Inc., Chicago, IL.). Participants
were grouped into generations based on their birth
date. Descriptive statistics were used to examine
means for each cultural dimension and generation.
Cronbach’s alpha for all the items was also estimated
to determine the internal-consistency reliability of the
CVSCALE, contributing to internal structure validity
evidence. Pairwise correlations were calculated to
evaluate the presence and extent of association between
different cultural dimensions within each generation.
Correlations and multiple linear regression analyses
were used to understand the bivariate and multivariate
relationships.

Qualitative study (focus groups). Participants.
Medical students were recruited to participate in focus
groups. Since all undergraduate medical students
belonged to Generation Z, only Generation Z students
were included in the focus group study. Two focus
groups were conducted in separate days consisting of
7 medical students from both genders. Students were
divided by gender, as there are known differences by
gender. The same interviewer and observer conducted
both sessions when the interviewer asked the questions
and ran the discussions whereas the observer recorded
the candidates’ responses in writing. No video or audio
recording was used to encourage students to express
their true opinions regarding the discussed topics.

Structured questions. A list of structured questions
was prepared based on the results obtained from the data
analysis of the quantitative section of the study. Five to
eight questions were created on each cultural dimension
and discussed with both groups (Appendix 2).

Arabic language was used during the discussion to
facilitate communication and ensure understanding of

the questions. An interviewer and an observer attended
both sessions where the interviewer ran the discussion
and the observer documented in writing the answers
given by the students.

Data analysis. Content analyses following thematic
approach with measurement of the level of agreement
on the statements from each group. The analysis was
conducted by 2 reviewers who inductively identified
themes reflected in the data by analyzing all comments
using the constant comparative analysis method.*

Results. Descriptive statistics. Survey participants
included 736 respondents (129 faculty members and
607 medical students with a response rate of 67% and
46%, respectively). Cronbach’s alpha ranged between
0.76 and 0.81, indicating good internal consistency
reliability. More than half of the females (63%) and
males (52.4%) were from generation Y. More than
half of the faculty members belonged to Generation Y,
24% were generation X and 17.8% were baby boomers.
Almost two-third of the students were Generation Y
and the remaining one third were Generation Z. More
than half of the faculty and almost two-third of the
students were from Generation Y.

In general, Saudis involved in undergraduate medical
education rated high for long-term orientation and
uncertainty avoidance cultural dimensions and lesser
for collectivism and masculinity and surprisingly, their
lowest score was for their power distance (Figure 1).

Examining bivariate relationships. Correlations.
Among different generations, there were statistically
significant differences for power distance, uncertainty
avoidance and masculinity dimensions. Power distance
was found increasing over generations being lowest in
baby boomers and highest in Generation Z; the opposite
was found for uncertainty avoidance where generation
Z scored lowest in this dimension. Masculinity was
high in baby boomers reaching the lowest level in
generation X then started to increase again reaching its
highest level in generation Z. Despite of being in one
generation, there was an identified significant difference
in scores for all cultural dimensions with the exception
of uncertainty avoidance between generation Y faculty
members and generation Y students (Figure 1). Pairwise
correlations between cultural dimensions within each
generation showed strong positive correlation between
masculinity and collectivism and a negative association
between masculinity and power distance, masculinity
and uncertainty avoidance and long-term orientation
and power distance in baby boomers. Generation X also
had strong positive correlations between masculinity
and collectivism, but negative correlations between
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Figure 1 - Comparison between mean score values for individual cultural dimensions in Saudi generations involved

in medical education.

uncertainty avoidance and power distance, collectivism
and uncertainty avoidance, long-term orientation
and power distance and long-term orientation and
collectivism. While Generation Y showed a very strong
correlation between masculinity and collectivism as
well as between collectivism and uncertainty avoidance,
long-term orientation and uncertainty avoidance and
long-term orientation and collectivism. They also
showed a strong negative association between long-term
orientation and power distance and a less significant
negative association between uncertainty avoidance and
power distance, masculinity and uncertainty avoidance,
and long-term orientation and masculinity. On the
other hand, generation Z had also positive correlation
between masculinity and collectivism with a similar
significance to baby boomers and generation X which
lesser than generation Y. They also showed a very strong
positive association between collectivism and uncertainty
avoidance, long-term orientation and collectivism and to
a lesser extent between masculinity and power distance,
masculinity and uncertainty avoidance, masculinity and
collectivism. They also showed fairly significant positive
association between long-term orientation and power
distance as well long-term orientation and masculinity.
Significant negative association was detected between
long-term orientation and power distance and a negative
correlation between collectivism and power distance
which was not statistically significant (Table 1).
Understanding multivariate relationships. Multiple
linear regression. Multiple linear regression analysis was
used to identify predictors of power distance. Being from
generations Y and Z increased the mean power distance
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score by 8 and 9.5 on average, respectively, compared to
thebaby boomer generation, afteradjusting forlong-term
orientation, uncertainty avoidance, and masculinity
cultural dimensions and occupation. As the generation
made all efforts to prepare for the future, their average
power distance score decreased by 0.25 points. Being a
faculty decreased power distance score by 5.51 points on
average, adjusting for type of generation, occupation,
long-term orientation, uncertainty avoidance and
masculinity cultural dimensions. When the preference
is for achievement, heroism assertiveness and material
rewards for success the predicted power distance score,
which increased by 0.11 on average after controlling
for generation, occupation, long-term orientation and
uncertainty avoidance cultural dimensions (Table 2).

Linear regression analysis for uncertainty avoidance,
individualism/collectivism, masculine/feminine and
long-term orientation/short-term orientation did not
show any statistically significant findings, and as such
are not presented.

Qualitative results. Content analysis for the results
obtained from the focus groups showed that Generation
Z medical students at KAU-FOM explained the
quantitative results. “Social hierarchy is important
because people are different and if not present chaos
will occur” Moreover, “high level of wisdom in a person
entitles him/her for power”. Participants believed that
teachers play an important role in their success “Teachers
must guide students especially in the preclinical years”
and “Quality of education depends mostly on teacher”.
This also explained why Generation Z were not stressed
by the lack of clear study guides “Although the study
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Table 1 - Inter-scale associations by generation: pairwise correlations.

Generation/scores Power Uncertainty Collectivism Masculinity
avoidance

Baby boomer

Power 1

Uncertainty avoidance 0.09 1

Collectivism 0.02 0.08 1

Masculinity -0.19 -0.02 0.547 1

Long-term orientation -0.15 -0.33 0.31 0.15
Generation X

Power 1

Uncertainty avoidance -0.21 1

Collectivism 0.27 -0.20 1

Masculinity 0.35 0.07 0.467 1

Long-term orientation -0.04 0.39 -0.25 0.32
Generation Y

Power 1

Uncertainty avoidance -0.01 1

Collectivism 0.07 0.26¢ 1

Masculinity 0.06 -0.08 0.23¢ 1

Long-term orientation -0.157 0.43* 0.22¢ -0.09
Generation Z

Power 1

Uncertainty avoidance 0.07 1

Collectivism -0.01 0.35% 1

Masculinity 0.207 0.187F 0.217 1

Long-term orientation -0.14* 0.06 0.32¢ 0.14*
Overall

Power 1

Uncertainty avoidance -0.01 1

Collectivism 0.06 0.25% 1

Masculinity 0.13¢ -0.02 0.25¢ 1

Long-term orientation -0.15% 0.32* 0.23¢ -0.01

*p<0.05, Tp<0.01, p<0.001

guide is not clear we do not feel stressed as we ask
guidance from older students, will be explained in the
lecture and we study hard” and why their main focus is
obtaining high GPA “I need high GPA as the number
of graduates each year is very high” & “I do not feel
secure about the future”. The same reason makes them
competitive in class “Compete in class to get high
marks”. They are materialistic “I like to receive financial
rewards for my success” and that can contribute to their
carrier choice “My carrier choice depends on how much
[ like it and my abilities to be successful at and financial
income”.

Not all Generation Z students considered failing
in exams as disasters “failing is an opportunity for
improvement”. They prefer to be within a group
“in-groups in class are either obligatory or as study
groups who share similar interests, backgrounds and
potentials in and outside class” but that did not limit
their competitiveness or contradict with their acceptance
to hierarchy “in-group members are competitive”,
“hierarchy within the group is acceptable but we have

the power to challenge the leader”. They consider
certification the source of power in life “acquiring
certificate is the way to gain power and job mostly for
men” and their persistence help them achieve their goals
“I do not quit a job when I face difficulties” (Table 4).

Discussion. This study examines cultural
differences and the trends across generations based
on a sample of faculty and medical students in Saudi
Arabia, aimed to develop educational frameworks
that can promote learning and improved educational
environment. Findings demonstrates the role of cultural
orientation in the development of inter-generational as
well as intra-generational gaps with an evidence against
students’ stereotypes and the effectiveness of replicating
educational strategies used in culturally different
institutions. The results obtained allowed us to profile
the Saudi generations involved in undergraduate medical
education. Faculty members (baby boomers, generation
X, generation Y).?35% Irrespective of participation
of 3 different generations in teaching undergraduate
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medical education at KAU, all faculty members exhibit
similar cultural orientation. On the personal level, they
all believe in the interdependence between all social
classes, feel entitled to be involved in all administrative
decisions, emotional, skeptical and resistant to change
out of fear from the unknown. They are modest and care
only for themselves and their immediate families. With

their focus on the future, they work in order to live,
respect tradition, value long term commitments, future
oriented, and have a great need for clarity and structure
in order to feel secure. In class, Saudi faculty members
adopt a student-centered approach where students are
responsible for their own path and solving their own
problems. They expect students to speak up freely in

Table 2 - Multiple linear regression model for predictors of the power distance cultural dimension among the studied participants (N=736).

Predictors Beta coefficient Standard Error P-value 95% confidence intervals
Generation (Ref: baby boomers)
Generation X 3.76 4.49 0.40 -5.04 12.57
Generation Y 8.04 3.89 0.04 0.40 15.67
Generation Z 9.52 4.12 0.02 1.43 17.61
Long-term/short-term orientation -0.25 0.07 <0.001 -0.37 -0.12
Occupation (Ref: student) -5.51 2.07 0.008 -9.58 -1.44
Uncertainty avoidance 0.08 0.04 0.07 -0.006 0.17
Masculinity/femininity 0.11 0.03 <0.001 0.05 0.17
Table 3 - Content analysis for focus groups.
Cultural dimension Theme Mean level of agreement
(Percentage of agreement in group 1 and group 2) (%)*
Power distance Social hierarchy is important because people are different and if not present chaos will 97.5

occur (100/100)

High level of wisdom in a person entitles him/her for power (100/100)

Teachers must guide students specially in the preclinical years (100/87.5)

Quality of education depends mostly on teacher (100/87.5)

Respect to teachers depends on how he/she deals with students & respect them in and

outside class equality (100/100)
Uncertainty avoidance

Although the study guide is not clear we do not feel stressed as we ask guidance from older 87.5

students, will be explained in the lecture and we study hard (100/100)

I do not feel secure about the future (100/25).

I need high GPA as the number of graduates each year is very high (100/100)

Masculinity

Failing is an opportunity for improvement (50/50) 72.5

Failing is a disaster, but not the end of the world (12.5/40)

Compete in class to get high marks (100/25)

I like to receive financial rewards for my success (100/100)
My carrier choice depends on how much I like it and my abilities to be successful at and

financial income (100/100)

There are no gender categories in academic specialties (100/75)
I do not prefer short term success if it will be lower in quality (75/87.5)

Collectivism

In-groups in class are either obligatory or as study groups who share similar interests, 95

backgrounds and potentials in and outside class (100/100)

In-group members are competitive (100% in girls, 50% in boys)

Acquiring certificate is the way to gain power and job mostly for men (100/100)

I refuse favoritism by teacher to a student (100/100)

Hierarchy within the group is acceptable but we have the power to challenge the leader

(100/100).
Long-term orientation
I prioritize study over pleasure (0/75)

I do not quit a job when I face difficulties (100/75) 81.25

*expresses agreement between groups interviewed
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class, initiate discussions and learn how to learn. Also,
they have high respect to tradition, value long-term
commitments and they are future oriented.

Advanced years medical students (Generation Y).
Although advanced medical students share the same
generation as junior faculty members, they exhibit
different cultural orientation. The most likely
explanation is the sense of insecurity that was
experienced in the country for the very first time in
1990, the year of birth of the Generation Y medical
students, with the beginning of the first Gulf War. As
a result, their parents had the impulse for isolation and
overprotection prohibiting them from outdoor activities
where they cannot be supervised and surrounded them
with electronics for indoor entertainment.

Therefore, Generation Y medical students accept
and expect to be dependent. They expect student-
centered education where faculty members must pave
their educational path, solve their problems, tell them
the solution for everything and teach them how to
implement it and they grade the level of education
based on the faculty member ability to provide their
needs‘12,14,27,35,36

Generation Y medical students may not initiate
discussions or ask questions in class regardless of
how well they know the material, out of fear from
consuming time which may prevent the faculty
member completing the class content.* Also, they
have a tendency to ask questions individually after
class, possibly to avoid disturbing the class harmony or
avoid embarrassment and losing face or even to prevent
others from benefiting from the answers.*>3* They have
the highest need among all other Saudi generations for
affiliation to a cohesive in-group sharing a common
criteria (ethnic origin, family wealth, religiosity) where
the wisest among them is nominated as a leader. They
are so keen to build social networks and their resources
are pooled for the group benefit. Their obsession with
harmony preservation makes them very attached to their
groups avoiding any confrontation and rejection.’”
The relationship between their cohesive groups is
self-centered and competitive. Generation Y students
do their best to make the group visible. They are very
attached to anything big and fast” favoring engagement
in quick projects with big impact regardless of quality
of the results. For them, education is the key for social
acceptance and having a certification is the proof of
illegibility to join the higher status group in the society
regardless of the level of acquired competences.?

Early years medical students (Generation Z).
Members of this generation exhibit the highest level of
masculinity among all Saudi generations. This results in

their adhesiveness to male gender role that focuses on
values, money, success and competition. Theyalso possess
the greatest need for power, assertiveness, dominance,
wealth, and material success. Their definition of
success is money and that can very well influence their
subspecialty career choices. They prioritize economic
growth, find beauty in everything that is big and fast,
and tend to resolve conflicts by force.® Although their
older peers are loyal and willing to scarify for their
in-group, early-years medical students are less adherent
within the in-group and their relationship remains as
long as it avoids any personal harm. They encourage
thrift and make much effort to prepare for the future.

Their level of acceptance of relationship hierarchy is
higher than other Saudi generations, which was the root
cause for their unique cultural orientation. They expect
to be placed in their rightful place in the society and see
theacquisition of different luxury brandsas an indication
of high status.*** They believe that social hierarchy is
the controlling factor against chaos. In school, they
replace parents by teaching faculties who will set their
goals and line up their educational path explaining the
reason for using the faculty excellence in providing their
needs as a benchmark for the effectiveness of learning
of a topic.*” It can also explain their relaxed attitude,
considering practice more important than principles as
well as their low focus on the future and high focus on
pursuing happiness. Those findings are not surprising in
the “bubble wrapped generations” who were raised by
the overprotective “Helicopter parents” supervising and
interfering with all aspects of their lives making them
accustomed that others will take care, protect, solve
problems and correct their mistakes. The higher the
acceptance of our students for social inequality the more
is their need for achievement and success, demonstrated
by the acquisition of jewelries and expensive branded
items.*

Generation Z students are the most competitive,
assertive, ambitious, and the most among other
generations to expect material rewards for success, that is
true they are called “Trophy kids”. Needing success and
unable to make light of failing, neither consider it as an
opportunity to learn. They are more self-centered, have
more appeal for heroic actions with a greater tendency
to use force in conflict resolution than any other
generation. In class, Generation Z medical students
prefer large class teaching where they listen to lectures
without interruption. Expecting the faculty members
to provide all the needed knowledge and guide towards
obtaining certification, they are not willing to initiate
discussions or ask questions during class avoiding
wasting the teaching time and providing the greatest
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opportunity for the faculty member to complete the
class contents.*>* Therefore, faculty members should
ask students several times if they have questions and
push them to respond to recall questions in order to
initiate an active learning environment. Other reasons
that might contribute in their unwillingness to take
imitative in class is their high competitiveness making
them ask questions individually after class so other
students will not benefit from the answers. While
results from this study applied to one medical school in
a multi-cultural country, we found evidence that can be
meaningfully applied to further educational structure in
Saudi medical schools. As this is the main limitation of
this study, we are planning to conduct additional studies
to examine direct comparisons with other regions in the
country as well as neighboring countries. Moreover,
efforts are underway to further evaluate factors that
may play a role in the cultural orientation like gender,
ethnicity, and geographical location. Based on these
findings, we suggest the following recommendations:
i) Lectures and large group teaching must be used as
the main methods for teaching during which faculty
members must only present standardized information as
students will never question or challenge them. ii) Role
modelling may be emphasized. iii) Additional support
is needed to promote self-directed learning methods
to introduce the concept of “learning how to learn” in
order to equip students for an independent life-long
learning. iv) Provide structured student mentoring,
guide and support systems. v) instructional approaches
such as small-group learning methods, PBL, learning
projects and team-based learning strategies may need
to be supplemented with additional mentoring to
enhance their effectiveness. vi) Introduce mandatory
extracurricular courses such as critical thinking and
teamwork.

In class with Generation Y students, faculty
members need to: resent precise and clear objectives for
the session; explain background knowledge first before
presenting applications; encourage discussions through
personal invitations; whenever feedback is given it
must be in private.

In class with Generation Z students, faculty members
need to: encourage students’ interaction through general
invitations; include personal experience in the topic
material; use students” high need to be visible.

In conclusion, understanding generational gaps
and the cultural context may promote constituting
an improved learning environment for students and
faculty.
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