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The Glass Screen

The smartphone trembled in her hands as if it had a life of its own. My great-aunt,
ninety-four years old, held the device with the care of someone carrying a carton of
eggs. Her fingers, deformed by arthritis, slid clumsily across the glass screen. Every
tap was a small negotiation between an aging body and a machine that does not
wait. She wanted to listen to Mass through a radio app, to talk to relatives who live
far away. Between the desire and its execution lay an abyss: the colorful icons, so
obvious to me, were indecipherable hieroglyphs to someone who had grown up in a

pre-digital Brazil, without a landline, without television, without QR codes.

| work with brand management, design, and interfaces every day, at my creative
studio, LakeLab. That afternoon, something broke my professional bubble. It was not
merely a problem of digital inclusion. It was one of translation. That distance —
between two people sitting in the same room, separated by decades of technological
experience — was my introduction to what | would later come to understand as

cultural friction.

What Is Culture, Exactly?

Growing up in Brazil means growing up within one of the most culturally diverse
experiences in the world. Colonization and waves of immigration left behind
structures of power that still shape the distribution of wealth and opportunity today.
The enslavement of millions of Africans created a wound that, although still
bleeding, gives rise to an unparalleled imaginative force: groups systematically

erased who, in order to survive, had to resist.
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Candomblé reinvented itself through syncretism. Capoeira disguised itself as dance.
Feijoada transformed scraps into heritage. The samba circles became spaces of

collective affirmation.

This amalgam of influences, indigenous, African, European, and more recently Asian,
is what researchers have come to call brasilidade'. The term, coined by Brazilian
modernists of the early twentieth century, does not describe a single coherent
identity, but a field of tensions in permanent reconfiguration. It is in this process,
where distinct traditions resist, yield, and reinvent themselves in the face of one
another, that one of the richest sources of cultural innovation Brazil has ever

produced resides.

But what is culture, exactly? | would propose a broad definition: culture is the
invisible system of meanings that determines what a community values, what it
rejects, and above all, what it is able to see. And that is precisely where the

opportunity most leaders overlook lies.

What happens when these systems meet? And what separates the leader who sees

that encounter as a threat from the one who sees it as raw material?

What the Guardians Knew

In my final year of journalism school, | spent several weeks accompanying family
farmers in the interior of Pernambuco. | went to produce a documentary on

agroecology and came back from an intense immersion.

Many lived in quilombos, far from urban centers. | observed knowledge passed down
through generations: soil management, crop diversity, and an understanding of
natural cycles. Yet these forms of knowledge are frequently treated as inferior when
compared to the industrial model of agricultural production, based on monoculture,

intensive use of chemical inputs, and mechanized efficiency.

TRUOCCO, Andrea Ramon. The uses of brasilidade, or the history of an identity concept [Os usos de brasilidade
ou a histéria de um conceito identitario]. Sdo Paulo State University (UNESP), 2024.
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What struck me most was the attitude of those farmers. They did not see
themselves as backward. They saw themselves as guardians of something the

market had not yet learned to value.

The industrial agricultural model maximized production, but at the cost of
vulnerabilities that only became visible decades later. dependence on external

inputs, climate vulnerability, and the erosion of productive autonomy.

The knowledge that seemed obsolete carried solutions to problems the dominant
system did not yet know it would face, or chose not to confront. As Amartya Sen
argued, true development is measured by the expansion of human capabilities?, not
by the optimization of a single indicator. The industrial model expanded production,
but contracted capabilities, separating food from health, production from care, and

economy from ecology.

The question was never about the efficacy of that knowledge. It was about who held
the power to define what counts as valid and where that power resided.®* Knowledge
passed down across generations, rooted in specific practices and territories,
becomes invisible not because it fails, but because the dominant system lacks the
vocabulary to recognize it, altering the relationship between human beings and

nature.
Friction as a Driver of Innovation

From these two experiences — my great-aunt and the smartphone, and the quilombo
farmers and their seeds — | reached a conclusion that has since shaped how | work

and how | think about innovation.

Innovation does not emerge from isolation. It emerges from the encounter between
distinct cultural systems, when the friction between them is recognized and

translated into new solutions.

2 SEN, Amartya. Development as Freedom. New York: Anchor Books, 1999.

¥ BOURDIEU, Pierre. Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste [La Distinction: Critique sociale du
jugement]. Paris: Les Editions de Minuit, 1979.
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Friction?, here, is not a synonym for conflict to be eliminated: it is the zone of creative
tension where, drawing on the sources of innovation identified by Drucker, the most

powerful opportunities may reside.

Drucker described seven sources of innovation: the unexpected, incongruities,
process needs, industry changes, demographics, changes in perception, and new
knowledge®. What | came to understand is that the cultural encounter is the

environment in which these sources can become visible.
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innovation)

Figure 1T — The friction diagram. The cycle above is not linear. Translation can generate innovation, which
creates new systems, which encounter other contexts, creating new friction. The translator-leader
mindset is what keeps this cycle alive — because society changes, and what makes sense today will not

tomorrow.

The Noise Problem: Not All Friction Is Raw Material

It would be naive to treat any encounter between distinct cultural systems as an
automatic opportunity for innovation. Not every tension between groups carries

integrative force.

4 TSING, Anna Lowenhaupt. Friction: An Ethnography of Global Connection. Princeton: Princeton University Press,
2005. The concept of friction as a productive encounter between distinct systems has its roots in the work of this
anthropologist, who explored it in the context of unequal global connections. The perspective proposed here
redirects this concept toward the field of leadership and intentional innovation.

® DRUCKER, Peter F. Innovation and Entrepreneurship: Practice and Principles. New York: Harper & Row, 1985.
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The difference between creative friction and destructive conflict lies not in the
intensity of the clash, but in the nature of what is at stake. When two systems
diverge over pathways toward a shared goal, the tension carries transformative
potential. When, however, the conflict happens at the level of fundamental values,

what emerges is not synthesis, but silencing.

The 'Diversity Day' episode of The Office is a reference precisely because it exposes
this mechanism. Michael Scott wanted to celebrate difference, but operated entirely

within his own system of meanings.

Figure 2 — The Office, STE2 “Diversity Day” (2005). The character Michael Scott wanted to celebrate

diversity and delivered exactly the stereotype he was trying to combat.®

Paulo Freire had a name for this silencing: cultural invasion. In his diagnosis, the
invasion does not necessarily happen through force: it happens when one system of
meanings comes into contact with another without recognizing the legitimacy of the

second.

The invader need not shout. It is enough that they dictate the vocabulary, define what

counts as valid knowledge, and treat the other as an empty vessel to be filled.

® The Office. “Diversity Day”. Season 1, Episode 2. Directed by Ken Kwapis. NBC, March 24, 2005.
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The invaded, gradually, learns to see themselves through the eyes of those who deny

them.”

Distinguishing creative friction from cultural invasion requires a question prior to
translation: what, in fact, is at stake? If the answer points to different methods and

languages in the face of a shared problem, the friction can be inhabited.

If it points to the denial of the legitimacy of one of the systems in contact, no
interpretive bridge will be sufficient as long as that denial remains unacknowledged.
Knowing how to ask this question is the first gesture of one who translates rather

than imposes.

The Leader's Intelligences

The leadership literature describes various forms of intelligence relevant to those
who lead. Three of them, however, form for me the core of what it means to translate

between cultures: the rational, the emotional, and the cultural.

Much is said about rational intelligence, RQ as the capacity to analyze, structure, and
decide. In recent decades, emotional intelligence has gained ground as the ability to
recognize and manage emotions, connect with people, and motivate teams,
especially in the wake of the pandemic. Both are recognized as fundamental

competencies for effective leadership.®

But there is a third, undervalued vertex: cultural intelligence. This is not merely about
knowing other cultures or speaking other languages. It is the capacity to read
cultural systems, their implicit values, their internal logics, and to use that reading to
make strategic decisions. Drucker argued that the effective knowledge worker must
deeply understand their own values and the values of the environment in which they
operate. Cultural intelligence is the extension of this principle into the collective

world: it is what allows the leader to read the environment before acting upon it.

7 FREIRE, Paulo. Pedagogy of the Oppressed. New York: Herder and Herder, 1970.

8 GOLEMAN, Daniel. Emotional Intelligence. New York: Bantam Books, 1995. DRUCKER, Peter F. Managing
Oneself. Harvard Business Review, 1999.
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In isolation, the first two dimensions are not enough. The table below summarizes

what each one develops and what is missing when one of them is absent:

Intelligence Intelligence Intelligence
Rational (RQ) Cultural (CQ) Emotional (EQ)
Develops
Decisions based Reading cultural Recognizing and managing
on data and logic systems and their values emotions and connections

Risk when absent

Decision without Action that ignores Reactivity

criterion or evidence the other's values and fragile connections

Table 1 — The three intelligences of the translator-leader: what each dimension develops and the risk of
its absence. Based on Goleman (1995), Drucker (1999), and Earley & Ang (2003).

Cultural intelligence is organized around four interdependent dimensions: the
motivational, the cognitive, the metacognitive, and the behavioral.® What CQ research
shows is that this capacity is not a fixed personality trait. It develops through
experience, exposure, and above all, through the willingness not to resolve friction
before understanding it. In practice, these dimensions demand from the leader,

respectively:

(1) Entering discomfort, not merely tolerating it. When a leader takes on a team with
dynamics they do not recognize, rituals, informal hierarchies, forms of disagreeing,

and chooses to observe before reorganizing.

°® EARLEY, P. Christopher; ANG, Soon. Cultural Intelligence: Individual Interactions Across Cultures. Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 2003.
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(2) Noticing before speaking. Noticing when two teams use the same word, "agility",
"quality”, "results”, and are clearly not talking about the same thing. Recognizing the
difference between what a company says it values and what it actually rewards. (3)
Monitoring one's own reading. Realizing, after a meeting that did not go as expected,
that you entered the room with a ready-made model of how that group makes
decisions, and that model was yours, not theirs. (4) Modulating without dissolving.
Facing a corporate client, a young team, or a partner from another region, the leader

adjusts tone, rhythm, and approach without losing their own frame of reference.

These competencies are not the privilege of those who lead large teams. They apply
equally to managers of multinationals and to those who operate with lean structures,
as is the case at LakeLab. What makes them relevant is not scale, but the choice to
develop them. Direct contact with clients, with their cultures and contexts, is also

where this repertoire is refined.

Recife as a Laboratory

In the 1990s, a musician named Chico Science looked at the urban periphery of this
city and saw not decay, but raw material. He had read Josué de Castro, a geographer
and activist from Pernambuco whose work on hunger and poverty had been ignored
by the Brazilian establishment. Castro had mapped a world that educated society
preferred not to see: the mud, the mangroves, the body of the city that the city

denied.™

Chico Science took that system and placed it in direct friction with rock, funk,
electronic music, and maracatu. The result was Manguebeat: one of the most

original artistic movements Brazil has ever produced.

Manguebeat did not remain confined to music. By showing that the periphery and
tradition could dialogue with technology and the global scene, the movement helped

create the cultural conditions for what would follow.

12 CASTRO, José de. The Geography of Hunger [Geografia da Fome]. Rio de Janeiro: Cruzeiro, 1946.
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In the late 1990s, technologists, urban planners, and public administrators looked at
the city's historic center, deteriorated and abandoned, but carrying centuries of port
memory and northeastern identity, and brought it into friction with the culture of

digital innovation.

The logic was the same as Manguebeat's: not to erase the past, but to use it as a
catalyst. The result was Porto Digital, founded in 2000, today one of the largest
innovation districts in Latin America, with a revenue of BRL 6.2 billion in 2024 — a

growth of 14% over the previous year".

Both cases follow the same architecture: a cultural system brought into productive
encounter with another system, generating innovation that neither would have
achieved in isolation. In both, the source of innovation was what Drucker called
incongruity: the distance between what the dominant system saw in these spaces,
decay, marginality, disposability, and what they actually contained. That friction
required someone with sufficient cultural intelligence to see value where others saw

absence.

The Map on Paper

Returning to my great-aunt and the smartphone. The solution came from attention to
context, patience, and empathy. | drew a visual map on paper, with arrows indicating
paths and symbols translated into words that made sense in her world. A simple
gesture that restored her autonomy, not because it simplified the technology, but

because it translated one system into the other around a goal we shared.

Edgar Schein showed that organizational culture is not what is written in the
company's stated values. It is the set of shared assumptions that determines how
people actually interpret situations and make decisions. Culture is not declared:

culture is practiced, repeated, and embodied.'

" Porto Digital. 2024 Results: revenue, companies and employees. Recife, 2025. Available at:
https://www.portodigital.org/noticias/faturamento-porto-digital-2024. Accessed: March 2026. See also: LUCENA,
Pierre. Porto Digital reports BRL 6 billion in revenue and targets national expansion. Startups, February 19, 2025.

2 SCHEIN, Edgar H. Organizational Culture and Leadership. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1985.
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When individuals, teams, and organizations with distinct cultural grammars need to
collaborate, what determines the outcome is not the quality of the strategy, but the

capacity of someone to translate between systems.

Innovation rarely begins at the center of rigid systems. It emerges when different
ways of interpreting the world come into contact, and when someone has sufficient

cultural intelligence to traverse that friction and translate it.

Drucker taught that opportunities arise when something stops functioning as
expected. The unexpected, in this case, is discovering that what seemed like mere
conflict was, from the very beginning, the origin of something new. Often, innovation

begins precisely where two worlds are willing to learn a new language.

Word count (excluding footnotes and graphics): 2,268 words.
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