
LEARN TO RELATE WELL TO PEOPLE OF OTHER CULTURES



Context, Part 1 
Low vs. High and 
Competitive vs. 
Collaborative
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Watch Video 8.1 "Low and High Context"

Plueddemann states, “Probably the most fundamental difference between 

people and cultures is the degree of sensitivity to what is happening around 

them-their context.” (Plueddemann, Leading Across Cultures, p. 78.)  

Edward Hall decades before made the observation that, “Beneath the clearly 

perceived, highly explicit surface culture, there lies a whole other world, 

which when understood will ultimately change our view of human 

nature.” (Edward T. Hall, Beyond Culture, p. 15.) This “whole other world” is 

why some use an iceberg to convey that in culture there is a lot not seen on 

the surface to the casual tourist. This is never truer than when dealing with 

context.

Behavior - what is clearly visible - the way 

people act

Cultural Values - these come from worldview 

and cultural upbringing

Worldview - how the world is interpreted and 

affected by culture and experience

https://vimeo.com/485623521


We have chosen to use Context as one of four general themes on culture 

although we recognize context has multiple aspects. Hofstede and Livermore 

have both broken context into several cultural values. From our perspective, the 

cultural values of competitive/cooperative (Hofstede’s masculinity and 

femininity), direct/indirect, time orientation, and being/doing for our purposes will 

be placed under the concept of Context.  Context is normally described as high 

context or low context. 

High-context cultures are those in which special attention is paid to the world 

around them. This can include sounds, smells, facial expressions, body 

language, tone, and even where you meet. All of these are communicating 

messages to people within that culture that are unspoken and yet understood by 

the cultural insiders. These messages may communicate more than the use of 

verbal words. We might say that you “need to read between the lines” of what is 

actually being verbalized. In fact, at times a strong message can be transmitted 

without anything being said!  Cultural outsiders, however, do not know what 

these non-verbal signals mean.  Therefore, if the cultural outsiders only pay 

attention to the spoken words, they will be probably be confused and 

misinterpret the messages. Look at this story:
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An example of this is the story of a meeting of conflict resolution 

years ago in Africa. When the guilty and offending party arrived, the 

leaders spoke about hunting deer for about 45 minutes. At the 

conclusion, the man stood up and left.  An American man in the 

meeting was irate. “Why in the world did you talk about deer hunting? 

This was supposed to be a conflict resolution!”  The African leaders 

replied, “It was a conflict resolution. Through our hunting story the 

man knows what he did wrong and what he needs to do to make 

amends and be restored!”
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In the above illustration, everyone in the high-context culture understood 

completely what was being communicated. The person outside of the culture 

who had not yet learned the high-context principle had no idea what was 

happening! We have all felt like that. Make a note: When you don’t understand 

something that just happened… ask.  I can’t count the hours that I have had 

conversations with cultural insiders, friends, and coaches, asking about what 

people “seemed” to be saying and what they were actually saying. 
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That’s because I’m from a fairly low-context culture.  In, low-context cultures, there 

is more emphasis placed on the explicit words spoken. In these cultures, what is 

actually said…the words that are used… is more important than tone or any other 

non-verbal communication. That doesn’t mean the non-verbal communication isn’t 

important, but there is more emphasis on the words. For example, even in my own 

low-context culture, tone can be used to add sarcasm to seemingly obvious 

statements that at times other cultural insiders don’t recognize it. This is why 

sarcasm should be avoided when dealing with people of other cultural backgrounds. 

In the same way, however, low-context cultures don’t pick up on the true messages 

of high-context cultures.  If someone says, “Yes,” then the low-context person 

assumes that is what they mean. But in some high-culture contexts, saying “yes” 

may not mean “yes.” “Yes” may mean, “I don’t want to affect the relationship 

because I don’t’ know that it is strong enough for me to openly disagree or 

embarrass you.” It depends on the depth of relationship and other cultural cues that 

everyone inside of that culture understand as a “no.” In their culture, they weren’t 

dishonest because everyone inside the culture knew they communicated “no” even 

if they said “yes.”

Although there are exceptions, Asia, Latin America, Africa and the Middle East are 

considered high-context areas, whereas Western Europe, Australia, New Zealand, 

and the U.S. are considered low-context countries. To intentionally repeat: 1) that 

does not mean that every ethnicity within those areas fit that cultural value; and 2) 

most ethnicities are somewhere in the middle of the extremities of a continuum.   
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High-Context Culture Low-Context Culture

Relationship oriented: maintaining the 
relationship takes priority over the task

Task oriented: meeting goals and 
completing tasks takes priority over 
relationships

Cooperation Competitive

Indirect/Subtle Communication Direct Communication

Time Orientation: Quality Time Orientation: Quantity

Communication is difficult for outsiders 
to understand

Communication understood by insiders 
and outsiders

Prefer to delay communicating bad news Prefer to know and deal with bad news

Change is Difficult Change is Necessary

Polychronic - interruptions allowed Monochronic - one thing at a time

Concept of Space - open rooms Concept of Space - cubicles

Normally collectivistic (*with exceptions) Normally individualistic (*with exceptions)

Thinks in concrete terms Thinks in abstract thoughts and ideas

Trust comes through relationship Trust comes through legal contracts

For sure, every culture has some non-verbal messages and outsiders have to 

learn how to both interpret and use these messages. It is important to realize 

that this takes time to do appropriately. Both perspectives have strengths and 

weaknesses. Patience and a learning attitude are essential. Let’s look at 

some characteristics of high and low-context cultures.



8SESSION EIGHT | THE CULTURE COURSE

ACTIVITY
One of the key factors between high-context and low-context cultures is the 

relationship orientation (high-context) and the task-based orientation (low). 

Have a conversation with your language coach/mentor over which is most 

important in their culture, and list five examples of how this is manifested in the 

culture.

1. ______________________________________________________________

2. ______________________________________________________________

3. ______________________________________________________________

4. ______________________________________________________________

5. ______________________________________________________________



Cooperative vs. Competitive
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Both Livermore and Hofstede separate this out as a cultural value. 

Hofstede classified this originally as Masculinity and Femininity. With the 

emphasis for gender equality of recent years the idea of competitive and 

cooperative is preferred. Livermore accurately defines this as how work 

gets done. The cooperative, normally high-context culture believes work 

gets done while getting along with people and through mutual respect. 

Again, this respect is normally shown by non-verbal communication that is 

understood within that cultural group. That’s why it is so difficult for 

someone from a competitive culture to understand what is going on.  In 

cooperative culture countries such as France, Russia, Thailand, Costa Rica 

Demark, Sweden, the Netherlands, and Arab cultures. You make alliances 

in business and profits come through collaboration where personal 

achievement is not recognized.  Success is not measured by achievement 

of task but rather by getting along and getting there together.
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Watch Video 8.2 "Competitive vs. 
Collaborative"

https://vimeo.com/485625865
https://vimeo.com/485625865
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The competitive teams would have a hard time understanding the two teams from 

Fiji! Livermore (Great Lectures, Session 6) points out that people from 

competitive cultures strive to win. Competition is the way to find success in life. 

Partnership is needed when all partners win. Partnerships are discussed in the 

context of 1) what’s in it for me? 2) what’s in it for you? and 3) can we have more 

success working together than doing this alone? The idea of cooperation just for 

the sake of working together, and especially if this will cost me something, is quite 

different.

Years ago, Conexion Training hosted some meetings dealing with possible 

partnerships between organizations in the U.S. and Latin America.  Some cultural 

differences surfaced during the meeting that were fascinating to us.

• The concept of “long-term partnership” in the U.S. is to work together for 3-5 

years to accomplish a certain task. This same concept in parts of Latin 

America is to begin a relationship that will last a lifetime, regardless of 

whether your work on a project or not.

• A few of the Latin American participants suggested that the word we were 

using, “alliance” be changed to “agreement” so that the cultural meaning of 

the words would be more accurate. 

• An American organization became frustrated with a Central American 

organization because it wasn’t “moving fast enough” to get the desired result 

done “on time.”

This shows why it is important to have not only language translators but cultural 

translators to help understand meaning and not just translate the words. 



In the high-context, relational cultures that exist in the majority of 

Latin America, partnership meant working together in a project or 

for a common goal, but with the idea of a continuing relationship 

whether working on a specific project together or not. Caring and 

relating to people are more important than strategy, planning, 

and winning.  Competitive culture partnerships have a 

performance - based task that drives working together to 

accomplish success for all partners. We will win together!  

Achievement is the goal!  There is competition in business, in 

politics, in school grades, in sports of all ages, in religion, in 

taking exams, and so forth. Self-esteem is developed in the child 

from striving for a goal, competing with others, and winning.

The United States is one of the most competitive and 

individualist countries in the world. Livermore observed that 

many times, though, the U.S. tendency to come across as warm 

and friendly can be confusing because it seems collaborative 

(Great Lectures: Session 6). He shared the story of a man who 

had worked with someone in Asia for two years before they met. 

After a morning of work, they had lunch, and during lunch the 

U.S. businessmen shared intimate details of his divorce, 

something that the Asian man’s lifelong friends had never done. 

But back at work, it was all business again!
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 The ability to compartmentalize competition, openness about 

one’s personal life, and the need for credit was difficult for the 

Asian person to reconcile.  In individualistic cultures you are out 

to win and make a name for yourself so you can be promoted 

over the others within your own organization. 

Competitive cultures aren’t just individualistic cultures.  Japan is 

more competitive than the United States per research scores 

although it is collectivistic. This means that instead of individual 

competition, competition is highly valued as a group, business, 

organization, etc. An example is that Toyota competes with 

Honda. Even more pronounced than the above story, the 

Japanese people are extremely polite, courteous and gracious 

as a people. Yet behind the mask of politeness they are tough 

negotiators who are out to win and achieve success for their 

organization to the point that an employee can be fired for even 

mentioning work in a public place!

Livermore also notes that in recent years even in competitive 

cultures that fostering human resources and caring for 

employees has grown immensely. As a part of that, businesses 

have spent millions of dollars to conduct diversity and culture 

trainings for the employees. 
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However, these are still seen as ways to not just help employees but to increase 

productivity to be able to compete. In this day and age where people in competitive 

cultures are much more willing to transition from job to job, fostering collaboration and 

a good work environment is especially important if a company seeks to retain their 

“best performers” in order to outperform the competition. Additionally, it is not 

uncommon for companies or individuals to speak of the weaknesses of their 

competition in a professional setting.   

But when you relate to cooperative cultures, people may refuse to speak poorly of or 

attack even “competitors,” especially if what they are doing benefits their society. A 

great example of this was a conversation I had with a friend working in Asia. After 

more than 10 years of working on water projects to provide clean water for the 

people, he was in the pharmacy one day. He was well-known in the area, so the 

pharmacist one day said to him, “When you came here, 95% of all the medicine I sold 

was for water-born diseases. Today, it’s only 5% of my sales.” My friend (from a 

competitive cultural upbringing”, apologetically replied, “I’m sorry. It was not my 

intention to harm your business.” The pharmacist replied, “There is no need to 

apologize. You have greatly helped our people and for that we are all grateful.”
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You can easily see why a team comprised of someone from Germany, the U.S., 

Costa Rica, the Netherlands, and Sub-Sahara Africa might have a significant 

challenge developing a strategic plan and working together in just this one area of 

high and low context. The multi-national team needs to recognize and believe that 

the best outcome will result when both competitive and cooperative cultures are a 

part of the process. If the team can find a way where the competitive culture can 

keep the team on task to accomplish its goals, and the collaborative culture can help 

the team to work and related together well, both sides can achieve their definition of 

success. This requires organizational conviction that it is the right thing to do, 

intentionality, and long-term commitment.

Multi-National Teams

ACTIVITY
1. How would you define your native culture? __________________________

2. How would you define the culture where you currently live or of a friend you 

have from another culture? _________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________

3. Look up, if possible, the values shown on Hofstede’s website or the Hofstede-

Insight’s website. Do you agree or disagree with the descriptions, and if so why?

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________
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  As mentioned above, Hofstede originally defined this 

concept of a collaborative, caring and nurturing culture 

as feminine and the tough competitive cultures as 

masculine. With the gender equality emphasis of 

recent years, some consider this to be better defined 

by a cooperative/competitive cultural value. I’m not 

convinced they are also completely the same because 

Hofstede refers to some perceived gender role 

differences that still remain entrenched in some 

cultures that provide insight into how to understand a 

culture and its people function that exceed the 

discussion thus far of competitive and cooperative. 

These do not refer to individuals but cultural values 

that have shifted in some countries but certainly still 

exist in others. 

We have mentioned that the GLOBE study research 

shared not only a cultural value but what people 

thought it should be or what they preferred it to be. It is 

not our intent to agree or disagree with what we think 

should be, but state what is the cultural reality among 

a people.  There are cultures that function as Hofstede 

describes below:
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As you can see, Hofstede went beyond the normal competitive/

cooperative value to discuss a culture’s view of masculine and feminine 

roles and attitudes.  
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Femininity Masculinity
Nurtures and cares for the family Father works and is responsible for 

meeting basic needs. Work is an accepted 
reason to neglect the family.

Children go to mother and father for facts 
and feelings

Children go to father for facts, mother for 
feelings

Jealous of the ones who get ahead Admire the strong
Have sympathy for the weak Disdain the weak
Boys and girls cry; should not fight Boys fight and don't cry; girls cry and 

don't fight
Focus on fellow man Focus on a powerful God
Markets food to both Markets food to women
Negotiate leisure over salary Negotiate salary over leisure
Poverty is from bad circumstances Poverty is from laziness
More aid given to poor Less aid given to poor
Less number of people who are 
functionally illiterate - can't use reading, 
writing and math in everyday life

Greater number of people who are 
functionally illiterate

Less people below poverty level More people above poverty level
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ACTIVITY
1. From the above list, how does your culture define these things? ____________

________________________________________________________________

_

2. Do you find it offensive, or reality? Again, not what we think it should be, but 

what it is. 

_________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

_  

3. Talk to your culture coach about how their culture functions in regard to these 

ideas.
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