
Us Versus Them
Culture Assessment

Measure your level of integration
and firsthand experience with

other cultural groups

Adapted from The Business of We by Laura Kriska



How to Use the Us Versus Them
Culture Assessment

Watch the brief video instructions by author and
developer of the assessment, Laura Kriska.

WATCH NOW

https://hcleadershipessentials.com/pages/how-to-use-the-us-versus-them-assessment
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 CONDUCT AN US VERSUS THEM ASSESSMENT  ● 145

Have you ever met a person who identifies with this culture?

Have you ever had a substantial conversation (more than twenty 
minutes) with a person who identifies with this culture?

Have you ever shared a meal or beverage with a person who identifies 
with this culture?

Have you ever deliberately researched or learned about this culture’s 
history or values? (Do not count nonvoluntary school assignments.)

Have you ever observed or participated in an important event (holiday, 
tradition, custom) that is particular to this culture?

Have you ever been in a group (class, sport, worship) that met 
voluntarily on a regular basis where people from this culture were the 
majority? (Do not count work or school.)

Have you ever invited someone who identifies with this culture to your 
home or did you go to their home?

Did you ever or do you now have a trusting relationship with someone 
who identifies with this culture?

Have you ever deliberately spent twenty-four consecutive hours 
(vacation, shared experience, business trip) with a person or family 
that identifies with this culture?

Did you ever or do you now have a trusting relationship with someone 
who identifies with this culture that has lasted over five years? 

NO          YES

NO          YES

NO          YES

NO          YES

NO          YES

NO          YES

NO          YES

NO          YES

NO          YES

NO          YES

TOTALS – circle the number of YES answers on the line below.

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

“US VS THEM” ASSESSMENT

For   _________________   (please identify a specific cultural group)

FIGURE 6

8501 TheBusinessOfWe_FIN.indd   1458501 TheBusinessOfWe_FIN.indd   145 10/9/20   2:22 PM10/9/20   2:22 PM



146 ●  THE BUSINESS OF WE

Interpreting Results

Providing a general analysis of an assessment score is the equiv-
alent of a screentime usage report that gives the user a metric 
to view their own behavior. A higher score is desirable, obvi-
ously. The higher the score, the less likely one is to have prob-
lems when interacting with the other culture. The lower the 
score, the more likely someone is to cause problems, especially 
unintentional misunderstandings due to lack of familiarity and 
lack of skill in accurately interpreting visible data. Use the 
Cross-Cultural Continuum image from Chapter 1, combined 
with a scale representing the number of yes answers, to illustrate 
this concept (see Figure 7).

Damage caused is difficult or 
impossible to repair. Some 
permanent damage is done.

Time required rebuilding 
goodwill and trust. Money 
spent on solutions. Formal 
apology necessary.

Resources are not impacted. 
Register a moment of 
confusion.

Resources are not impacted. 
Register a moment of 
connection or clarity.

Achieve improved 
communication and 
relationships. Trust and 
goodwill established.

Achieve excellent 
communication and 
teamwork in culturally 
diverse group.

Significant, long-term 
negative outcome.

Measurable negative 
outcome.

Not meaningful enough 
to cause measurable 
negative outcome.

Not meaningful enough 
to cause measurable 
positive outcome.

Measurable positive 
outcome.

Significant, long-term 
positive outcome.

GAME-CHANGING CONSEQUENTIAL INCONSEQUENTIAL INCONSEQUENTIAL CONSEQUENTIAL GAME-CHANGING

CROSS-CULTURAL CONTINUUM

NEGATIVE CULTURAL IMPACT POSITIVE CULTURAL IMPACT

0 101 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

FIGURE 7

Next, look at the assessment score in relation to a combined 
image of the four stages of trust from Chapter 3 and the iceberg 
image from Chapter 4. This provides an immediate visual re-
flection of WE-building progress (see Figure 8).
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I don’t know you. I know basic information 
about you.

I know meaningful 
information about you.

I understand you 
and trust you based on 
shared experiences.

STRANGER ACQUAINTANCE COLLEAGUE TRUSTED 
COLLEAGUE

FIGURE 8

Stage 1 is reflected by a score of zero. Without having any 
direct information or interpersonal contact with another per-
son or cultural group, we are left with only superficial informa-
tion that may or may not be accurate. Stereotypes flourish in 
Stage 1 and can be incredibly divisive.

Stage 2 is reflected by a score from 1–3, which occurs when 
some basic face-to-face interaction has occurred. Meeting some-
one from another cultural group and engaging with them for 
even a short time will provide basic data, which transforms a 
stranger into an acquaintance. Sharing a meal with someone 
could be anything from grabbing a quick coffee in the break 
room to an after-work dinner and drinks event. The depth and 
level of engagement will vary from person to person and event 
to event.

Sharing lunch at work is one of the best WE-building strate-
gies, but also one of the most underutilized. Going out for drinks 
after work is not always an option, certainly not when social dis-
tancing is necessary. Spending money on dinner out can be a 
barrier. But everyone (or nearly everyone) eats lunch during the 
workday even when they are working from home. This means 
that time and money are already allocated to this activity. All 
that’s required to elevate this activity to an effective WE-building 
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experience is inviting a coworker from another culture to join 
you. Even with social distancing requirements, many people 
found ways to connect and in some cases discovered that the 
virtual meetups offered unexpected benefits like increased at-
tendance and the opportunity to meet new people that they oth-
erwise would not have a chance to encounter.3

Stage 3 is reflected by a score of 4–5. These scores will occur 
when individuals log more face-to-face interactions. Deliber-
ately learning about a them group provides factual data and dis-
pels inaccurate stereotypes. As a person moves from acquaintance 
stage to colleague stage, they start to feel a sense of knowing an-
other person. This does not mean that people become friends. 
It does not mean that people like each other. It simply indicates 
that they have accrued more data and have gained deeper un-
derstanding of one another.

Reaching Stage 4 is the biggest challenge (see Figure 9). Most 
people stop in Stage 2 or Stage 3 because they don’t think about 
it or don’t want to put forth the effort to reach trusted colleague 
stage. But reaching trusted colleague stage is essential for 

I don’t know you. I know basic information 
about you.

I know meaningful 
information about you.

I understand you 
and trust you based on 
shared experiences.

STRANGER ACQUAINTANCE COLLEAGUE TRUSTED 
COLLEAGUE

FIGURE 9
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leaders who want to limit gaps and enhance productivity in the 
workplace. There are no shortcuts to getting from Stage 3 to 
Stage 4. It will require time and effort.

The goal of WE-building is not to become friends with peo-
ple from different backgrounds (though that does sometimes 
occur). The goals are to narrow gaps so that we operate with full 
understanding of others, not superficial stereotypes, and to 
eliminate costly damage to corporations and individuals inside 
those organizations. The more people who reach Stage 4 
Trusted Colleague relationships with others, the better func-
tioning the organization will be.

What Score Is Reasonable?

I once worked with a successful company in Texas that had just 
launched its first international venture in Japan. The people 
were motivated and determined to succeed. In over a dozen 
private conversations with leadership in the company, people 
told me that the success of the international venture was a very, 
very high priority. “It’s a ten on a scale of one to ten,” the vice 
president told me. But when I asked these same people to mea-
sure their level of integration with Japan, no one had a score 
over 3. When I conducted a training session in their Dallas of-
fice, I asked them to tell me the names of three colleagues in 
Japan. Not one single person could do it. I was shocked. One 
senior executive wanted credit for liking Japanese food. Sure, 
he had gone to many sushi restaurants but had barely paid at-
tention to the real Japanese colleagues he and his company 
were depending on for success overseas. Perhaps he knew the 
difference between chutoro and otoro, two types of tuna, but he 
had not deliberately developed a trusted relationship with a real 
person from Japan. It was hard to understand how they all 
claimed this venture was of the highest priority but none of 
them had done any cultural work to enhance its success.
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Exercise to Document Group Results

Needs: one large easel with paper, stickers, one copy of the Us 
versus Them assessment for each participant.

Draw a 1–10 scale on a large sheet of paper on an easel that 
looks like this:

0_____1_____2_____3_____4_____5_____6_____7_____8_____9_____10

Give each person a sticker and explain that they will be asked 
to place their sticker on the scale to indicate their score. To 
demonstrate, place a sticker near the 2, 5, and 9 marks. These 
stickers, representing fake scores, will remain on the scale until 
after everyone has marked their own score with a sticker. Before 
having participants actually place their stickers on the scale, 
turn the easel around so that their placement on the scale will 
be hidden from view for the rest of the participants. Then invite 
people to place their stickers on the scale one at a time. By hav-
ing a few fake scores on the scale from the beginning, people 
can keep their scores anonymous. If someone is embarrassed 
about their score or would prefer not to make it public, they can 
place their sticker after others have gone or not place their 
sticker at all. Once everyone has had a chance to place their 
sticker, remove the three fake stickers placed at 2, 5, and 9, then 
turn the easel around to reveal the results.

Seeing that others have a low score can be comforting to peo-
ple who have not yet engaged in building their knowledge about 
a them group. At the same time, seeing that some people in the 
group have high scores can be inspiring because it demonstrates 
that anyone can get a high score.

How to Leverage Different Scores Within One Group

After members of a group have completed the self-assessment, 
provide a general analysis of the scores. Tell everyone that the 
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goal for each person in the group is to reach a score of at least 
4 over time. If someone has a low score today, that is acceptable. 
But emphasize that, three months from now, having the same 
low score will be inadequate.

Then, in an open discussion, ask for volunteers to share about 
their own experiences. Select a question from the self-assessment 
and ask if anyone answered yes and would like to share.

Emphasize that this is voluntary. Keep it positive and brief. The 
point is to utilize the firsthand experience of people in the group 
to provide real-life examples to teach others how to increase their 
scores. Real-life narratives from people inside the group tend to 
be interesting and are golden learning opportunities.

When Someone Has a Perfect Score

Achieving a score of 10 is great and rare. There will be people 
who have successfully bridged specific gaps in their profes-
sional lives. People who have scored a 10 can be highly effec-
tive resources for others if they feel comfortable sharing. Their 
personal narratives about how, when, and with whom they 
gained firsthand experience are one of the most effective 
learning tools.

When someone has achieved a 10, they can be challenged 
to select a new them group and start over. Once someone has 
the experience of building connection with a specific cultural 
group, they are often able to quickly adapt to bridge with other 
groups.

HOW TO USE THE SELF-ASSESSMENT RESULTS

The Us versus Them self-assessment is one measure of a person’s 
level of integration with people outside their self-identified cul-
tural group. It is a simple measurement and not intended to be 
comprehensive.

Here are three valuable outcomes.
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Number One: Action Plan for Improvement

The Us versus Them assessment provides immediate feedback for 
anyone interested in bridging a specific gap because each ques-
tion on the assessment is a potential action item. It can become 
a goal to transform each question that was answered with a no 
into a yes. Even if a person scores 0 on the assessment, there is a 
built-in solution to improving their score.

The first question on the self-assessment asks if a person has 
ever met a person from the other culture. Question 4 asks if 
the person has deliberately researched or learned about the 
other culture’s history or values. If the answer is no, the solu-
tion is to open up a computer and type in a simple question 
such as “What is the history of X?” or “What are the cultural 
values of Y?”

Number Two: Conversion Experiences

Increasing face-to-face encounters with another cultural group 
can position people to have conversion experiences that can 
fundamentally transform the way they view a them group.

People who have engaged fully in the WE-building experi-
ence report having encounters that completely change the way 
they looked at a specific person or group, especially when those 
groups had previously been viewed in negative terms. These 
types of conversion experiences are not surprising to anyone 
engaged in the work of building connections. These are predict-
able occurrences that people seem surprised to encounter. His-
tory is full of meaningful episodes when a specific event or 
encounter led to someone rethinking old narratives and nega-
tive stereotypes.

The book Best of Enemies, by Osha Grey Davidson (and the 
movie by the same name), documents what happened in North 
Carolina between two unlikely allies. It is the true story of Ann 
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Atwater, a Black activist and single mother of two children, and 
C. P. Ellis, a white leader of the KKK and father of three chil-
dren, who were selected to lead an integration initiative for the 
public schools in Durham.

Atwater and C. P., as he was called, had been on opposite 
sides of many arguments in Durham and were as surprised as 
others when they each were asked to be representatives at an 
intense ten-day process of community meetings called a char-
rette. The goal of the charrette was to come up with a proposal 
and vote on whether to integrate the schools. Over a hundred 
people participated. Atwater and C. P., enemies in every way, 
were forced to speak and listen to one another. They shared 
meals and spent hours of time in face-to-face meetings. They 
learned many things about each other that they had not known 
previously.

Atwater learned that C. P. had a son with disabilities. C. P. 
learned that Atwater had quit working as a maid because her 
employer considered Ann to be too outspoken. Throughout the 
ten-day process, they began to see each other differently and 
began to redraw the lines of belonging. As they did this, C. P. in 
particular began to see how he shared important factors with 
Ann Atwater, including the fact that they both suffered from 
being poor in Durham and that they both wanted better educa-
tional opportunities for their children. At the end of the ten-day 
period, C. P. Ellis disavowed his KKK membership and sided 
with Atwater on the decision to integrate the public schools. It 
was a dramatic conversion that occurred because they engaged 
in face-to-face interactions of increasing depth.

But the story didn’t end there. In a documentary made when 
C. P. and Ann were both in their seventies, they spoke of their 
continued connection and the true friendship that developed, 
lasting for thirty years.
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Number Three: Redrawing the Lines of Belonging

As we increase our engagement with another person or another 
cultural group, we will see invisible data. We will discover com-
mon factors that reside below the surface and find things we 
have in common with people who might look or sound differ-
ent. We might discover, for example, that two people who don’t 
look the same have the same love of cooking or that a common 
socio-economic status is a much more significant factor than 
racial difference. Finding these common points provides an an-
chor for redrawing the lines of belonging, which is an essential 
part of building a WE culture in any organization.

Leaders demonstrate how to redraw the lines of belonging by 
seeking and emphasizing broad points of connection. Rather 
than developing relationships based on race and ethnicity, as 
many people in their company did, LaVonda and Masa bonded 
over their experience of being parents. Rather than thinking of 
people as Muslims versus Christians, leaders can redraw a larger 
circle around people of faith.

Recently, in a group of about fifteen people from four coun-
tries who spoke four different native languages, I asked each 
person to introduce themselves with the usual professional in-
formation, including what type of work they did and their work 
history. I also asked people to share one invisible detail about 
themselves that they felt comfortable sharing with the group. 
The first person was a young woman who shared that she had 
recently gotten a puppy and that the experience had been a lot 
of work but also very joyful.

Then, to my surprise, every single person in the group made 
a comment related to dogs. Some shared that they, too, had a 
dog. One person shared that he had always wanted a dog. One 
person in the group even shared that his beloved dog had re-
cently died. His was a brave moment of personal sharing that 
connected everyone in the room.
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If you are a manager in a factory with a large population of 
people who practice a different religion, or you are a profes-
sional in a field that has historically been nearly all white, or 
you are involved in an international venture in a country you 
know little about, then conducting an Us versus Them assess-
ment for yourself and facilitating this process with your team 
will start a WE-building process that can positively transform 
your organization.
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Save 30% off our best book for diversity advocacy!

SHOP NOW

In today’s workplace, cross-cultural collaboration is essential
to the survival of any business. Unfortunately, bringing
together people from a variety of backgrounds can lead to “us
vs. them" misunderstandings and clashes that work against
the goals of the company. Cultural consultant Laura Kriska
teaches leaders in any organization how to prevent “us vs.
them" culture clashes by promoting inclusion in their
organization to increase employee retention and productivity
and to prevent misunderstandings that lead to lost time and
increased legal risk.
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