
8.1 LOW AND HIGH CONTEXT



When we deal with high and low context, we need to understand that high context 

places a great value on what is going on around in the context of the situation. 

Whereas low context deals more with the exact words that are being said. So this 

can lead to a lot of miscommunication among people.

I was impacted as a student by a professor that was telling me he had lived in 

Malawi decades ago. And they had a situation in their group where there was 

conflict going on. So they had to call the person who was causing the conflict to 

come to a meeting. And he said, so we sat down at the meeting and, of course, in 

the African context, in that time, the person showed up a little bit later than they 

had scheduled. But when he got there, they all sat down and they began to talk 

about hunting deer. And he said for 45 minutes they talked about hunting deer. 

And after that conversation and that story, the man got up and he left. So he was 

just completely bewildered. He's like, why are we talking about hunting deer? 

When there's obviously a conflict that needs to be addressed? And they told him, 

"We did address it. We addressed it through the story of hunting deer. And he 

knows exactly what he's done that is not right, and he knows what he has to do to 

make amends for it." That is a very high culture context.
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So see, the challenge is twofold. If I come from a low context culture where more 

emphasis is placed on words, sometimes I don't understand what's going on. 

Everybody in the group, if I live in another place or if I'm working primarily on a 

team with other people, they may all understand what is being communicated, but 

I'm not getting it. 

Now on the other hand, if we have a low context that's very direct, then to a high 

context person that comes across as very cold and rude because you see the low 

context culture has an emphasis on the task. We want to get the tasks done. We 

want to be efficient in completing the task. But for the high context culture, more 

often than not, the relationship is important. And I'm not going to say anything that 

would endanger the relationship until I have enough trust built to know that it 

would not damage it if I said what I really thought.


