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In the previous session we introduced the difference between low and high-

context cultures and discussed that two major areas this is defined is by 

priority of relationships over task (high-context) or task over relationships 

(low-context). We also mentioned the contextual value of cooperative (high-

context) compared to competitive cultures (low-context). In this session we 

will discuss two more factors of context: Direct vs. indirect communication 

and time and space orientation. Before we begin, let’s look again at the chart 

given in Session 8:

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



Low-context cultures tend to speak directly rather than seek to protect 

relationships whereas in a high-context culture truth is spoken more subtilty or 

indirectly to help preserve the relationships. In some high-context cultures 

intermediaries are used, especially to resolve conflicts in order to soften the one-

on-one interaction between the two offended parties.  At times this may mean 

delaying a decision in order to protect the relationships. These decisions can 

include things like firing someone, a policy change that affects relationships, or 

not telling a loved one that they have cancer or another life-threatening disease.  

To say something too directly could be seen as offensive and can ruin a 

relationship. I have a friend who one time when I was too direct basically 

communicated that to me this way: “Steve, you are being very North American 

right now!”  His message was understood and received so I realized I had been 

and adapted accordingly.

Most of Africa is highly relational and therefore communication is high-context 

and indirect. Sometimes people from low-context cultures think that Africans will 

not tell you what they think, but what you want to hear. That may or may not be 

true depending on the situation.

4SESSION NINE | THE CULTURE COURSE

Direct vs. Indirect Communication
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But if you know that, the question you need to be asking is, 

“How do you change the way you communicate so they 

will tell you what they think?”  For many, responses are 

about preservation of the relationship. When a relationship 

reaches a certain level of trust, then people in high-context 

cultures (not just African) have freedom to share what they 

really think without fear of it damaging the relationship. 

People from low-context cultures may view this as finally 

getting “a straight answer”, but there is a much richer reward 

to this level of relationship from the perspective of a person 

from a high-context culture.  They are confident enough in 

your relationship that they know disagreement will not affect 

the relationship. This level of trust can often take years to 

achieve, but it is well worth the wait! This is very difficult for 

low-context, direct communicators to understand, learn to 

appreciate, and adapt to. At the same time, people from high-

context cultures need to adapt to the fact that the low-context 

person is not trying to be offensive and that they may be 

communicating with them like they would with friends and 

close acquaintances. Both sides need to adapt!  

5



Our first year in Argentina, we noted that sometimes we would 

say something, and that the person would respond with 

something about an entirely different topic. We had studied 

Spanish a year in Costa Rica, and we were still learning. We 

would think, “I guess I didn’t say that correctly. Let’s try that 

again.”  But the person would still respond with a different 

subject.  What we had to learn was that to change the subject or 

seemingly ignore what you said was a way of saying “no” or “I 

don’t want to talk about that” without saying the words. All 

cultures, even direct ones, use cues from non-verbal 

communication. But it is more difficult to pick up on if the culture 

is higher context and indirect communication is used. This is 

because it requires a degree of sensitivity to perceive if you 

know what to look for! Many parts of Africa, for example would 

be much higher context than Argentina. It leaves the direct, low-

context person confused sometimes about what they heard 

versus what was communicated since the words may not exactly 

match the message. 
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I have had numerous conversations with people from low-context, direct cultures 

that are frustrated and confused in dealing with high-context, indirect cultures. 

I’ve heard the following examples multiple times:

• “They said they were going to do this, but then never did it.” 

• “Why can’t they just do what they say they will do?”

•  “Isn’t it lying to say you will do something and then not do it?” 

In some cases, the person probably did communicate indirectly what they 

thought without saying the words. People within the culture would have 

understood the message.  But the low-context person, not understanding the 

culture, only heard the words. 

On the other side, the high-context, indirect culture person thinks that the low-

context, direct culture person is cold and unfeeling. They come across as rude. 

For example, I have a businessman friend who I asked one day if he could do 

breakfast on Friday morning. He texted me back, “I can’t. I’m busy.”  Being low-

context and direct, I didn’t think anything about it. I just thought, “He can’t. He’s 

busy.” To me, that’s direct, low-context, understandable behavior. However, if 

one of my Latin American friends writes me and asks me if I can have breakfast 

on Friday and I’m busy, “I would never respond, ‘I can’t. I’m busy.” I would 

respond something like, “You know, I would absolutely love to have breakfast on 

Friday with you. It would be enjoyable, and I would love to catch up. 

Unfortunately, I have this meeting that I’m required to go to so I’m really sorry 

that I can’t this Friday. Can we pick another day and get together? That would be 

great! Let me know when you can get together!”  This is why we, as low-context, 

direct communicators come across as cold and unfriendly to those of indirect, 

high-context cultures.
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Livermore summarized this concept in his Great Lectures Series (Session 8) 

when he noted that in a low-context, direct culture, misunderstandings are 

assumed to be caused because the speaker did not communicate clearly. In the 

high-context indirect culture, misunderstandings occur when the listener did not 

receive the message correctly.  That is why in low-context cultures there is a lot 

of signage on the highways and in the airports. The assumption is that not 

everyone is from there so there needs to be enough simple communication for 

anyone to find their destination. In a high-context, indirect culture, it is much 

more difficult being an outsider.  Directions are confusing and it is difficult for the 

outsider to understand the thinking.  

For example, when my family and I lived in Costa Rica, our “official” mailing 

address was “100 meters east of the Pani supermarket in Dorrego.” There were, 

of course, several houses there, but the mail still arrived! Likewise, one time in 

Kolkata, I had a meeting in an area that I didn’t know and was told that my 

destination was “in front of the park on ABCD street.” My wife and I went to the 

park on ABCD street and walked the entire length of stores across from the park. 

I called the person and said, “We are here “in front of the park,” but we don’t see 

your address.” The person responded, “Okay great! Now just take the road 

going down from the park for two blocks, then turn left at the store on the corner, 

and then take another right on the first street and we are on that block.”
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ACTIVITY
1. Discuss with your culture coach, friend, or mentor how direct and indirect 

communication is manifested in your culture and in their culture. List 3-5 

behaviors that come from this cultural value.

       1. ________________ 3. _________________

2. ________________ 4. _________________

2. Discuss how you feel about people whose cultural value is different when they 

are either too direct or don’t seem to share what they think. Ask how directions 

would be given in their culture.

 I remember thinking, “That is NOT in front of the ABCD park!” But in the high-

context, relational culture, you go to the ABCD park and start asking people 

where the exact address is and they will take you to it. The same was true for 

taxis. “Yes,” says the taxi driver, “I know where that is.” The taxi driver drives to 

the general area, stops several times to ask people on the street where the 

location is, and you arrive. That’s just how it works. But for the low-context, direct 

communication, time-oriented person, it can be extremely frustrating. Normally, it 

is more difficult for the low- context, direct culture person to understand what is 

going on that the high-context, indirect culture person.  It’s not better or worse 

(although for both sides it may seem so), but it is different! That leads to another 

context issue of time orientation.



Time Orientation
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Another element of context deals with how time is managed. Under this 

topic, there are at least three specific things that need to be addressed as a 

person learns more about how a culture functions. 

Event versus Clock Orientation 

High-context cultures normally have an “event” orientation. That means 

that the event is what is important, so the actual time of the event is not the 

priority.  Deciding before you arrive to a birthday party to stay for 2 hours 

and no more is far less common in “event oriented” cultures than in “clock 

oriented” cultures. Dinner parties may last 2 hours or 8 hours depending on 

the culture! There is correlation between high-context cultures, collectivism, 

and the priority of relationships over the “clock orientation” of low-context 

cultures that tend to be more individualistic and driven by task. “Time is 

money.” and “The early bird gets the worm.” are two examples of sayings 

that come out of low-context, time-oriented cultures. 

Years ago, when we lived in Argentina, a wedding was an all-night event. If 

the wedding started at 10:00 p.m., that usually meant that the bride would 

arrive between 10:30 and 11:00 p.m. In the meantime, people would just sit 

or stand around, talk, and relate to each other. The bride is the center of an 

“event” that was going to last all night, so she can come when she is ready.  

No one minded because it was about the wedding.
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In a clock-oriented culture, the guests are looking at their 

watches if the bridal party hasn’t started down the aisle at 

the time that was placed on the invitation! Time is a means 

for showing respect and for achieving a task.  Time is 

segmented between work time, leisure time, family time, 

etc.  To arrive late is disrespectful. The person is 

supposed to allow time for traffic so only in extreme cases 

is that a legitimate excuse for being late. I remember 

years ago leaving for a meeting 45 minutes away to meet 

with someone interested in our non-profit organization. 

However, due to some construction in route (this is before 

smartphones) it took me an hour and a half to get there. 

The person was cordial, but never really expressed 

interest in our non-profit after that. 

This orientation affects every area of life. When invited to 

dinner, when do you arrive AND when do you leave? 

Event orientation cultures will normally stay much longer.  

When advising Latin Americans invited to eat at North 

American Anglo homes, we would suggest that they not 

stay past 9:00 p.m.  For many Latin Americans, that is an 

early departure because the event and time together is the 

most important thing. 
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Polychronic versus Monochronic 

Edward Hall stated that high-context cultures tend to have a polychronic view of 

time. This is characterized by many things happening at one time that prioritizes 

involvement with people and finishing multiple specific tasks more than fulfilling a 

pre-set schedule. If the person is doing something and there is an interruption, then 

the person stops what they are doing and attends to the person and the interruption. 

In this culture efficiency isn’t the goal. You respond as things come and prioritize 

people and relationships.  A meeting with the company president may be interrupted 

by phone calls and people knocking on the door. 

Low-context cultures are normally monochronic. Careful planning and effective time 

management are critical. Interruptions should be limited, or time should be planned 

for them to occur. Appointments are made for people who want to meet so that the 

meeting will be included in the calendar. Meetings may be for one hour, thirty 

minutes, or in some case 15 minutes. The purpose of the meeting is stated so 

meeting goals can be set. People schedules, and promptness are important, people 

segment work life from personal life, and even personal life from religion. If you work 

40 hours a week, the evenings and weekends are “your time.” In a polychronic, high-

context, relational world, it all blends together. Compartmentalization doesn’t exist or 

is limited because who I am (being) takes priority over what I do (doing).  This 

affects the definition and the priorities of multi-tasking in different cultures as well. 

What may seem like multi-tasking in a monochronic culture is normal life in a 

polychronic culture.
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A few years ago, we went to a Hispanic bus company to help a couple 

from Mexico buy bus tickets. The family had six members so we knew it 

might take some time to complete. It took much longer than expected due 

to not only the polychronic time orientation but also to the fact that the 

priority of the lady attending us was different than my cultural orientation. 

Normally in the U.S., if I am physically present in a store and being 

attended when the phone rings, the employee will either let it ring, or 

answer and place the person on hold. At the bus station, however, the 

opposite occurred. Since we were there and obviously not leaving, 

whenever the phone rang, the employee would first purchase the tickets 

for the person on the phone and then return to us! The problem was two-

fold: 1) we were helping a larger family of 6; and 2) the phone kept 

ringing.  The end result was that it took us over an hour and a half to buy 

the tickets in person!  For a monochronic, clock-oriented person, it was 

extremely frustrating. But that is how some cultures function. Sometimes, 

even with cultural intelligence, we struggle to understand!
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Plueddeman (Leading Across Cultures, p. 84) connects 

the concept of time to space.  In a low context, 

monochronic settings, visual barriers are needed for those 

who don’t have private offices. If people catch each 

other’s eye, they might want to talk about something other 

than the task that needs to be done. If a person has an 

office, closing the door may be the equivalent of not being 

in the office. People know you are not to enter if the door 

is closed except for emergencies (or supervisors).  If 

someone calls, the administrative assistant can say that 

the boss isn’t available, although the person may be in the 

office. 

Polychronic, high-context, relational cultures have big 

open offices with desks where everyone can see each 

other. It’s okay if people talk to each other since some 

work is going to get done during the conversation. It’s not 

a problem. 
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Long-Term and Short-Term Orientation

This value describes a culture’s definition of how long people are willing to wait for 

results and rewards.  Hofstede says (10 minutes with Geert Hofstede, 

geerthofstede.com) that long-term oriented societies think more in the future 

regarding decisions, and emphasize perseverance, thrift, savings and the need to 

adapt to change. Good leaders can adapt to change.  Good and evil are relative and 

can change over time. Traditions can be changed, two opposing truths can be 

integrated, and conflict resolution comes through finding a middle way by common 

sense. You make decisions today that will bring results in 10-20 years, or longer. 

Asian cultures generally have long-term orientation in this regard, although 

Hofstede’s data suggests that Germany, Russia, France, Italy and the Netherlands 

do as well.  

The short-term, low-context orientation culture requires results in 12 – 18 months. 

Even long-term plans of 3-5 years require some short-term results. In the non-profit 

world, many times you find people will contribute to vision and results. But that vision 

and results are short-term in nature.   Hofstede adds that short-term cultures relate 

more to the past and to the present and tend to have more national pride and 

fulfilling social obligations.  Good leaders are consistent. Good and evil are 

absolutes. Tradition should be respected and is important. If there are two opposing 

views, there will always exist a contradiction. You see this in business, politics, and 

religion. This may cause more extreme views in politics, religion, and life in general.  

Hofstede sights Israel, Mexico, Australia, the U.S., Nigeria among African countries 

and Egypt among Islamic countries as short-term in their orientation. Britain and 

India are in the middle between short-term and long-term orientation.

http://geerthofstede.com
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ACTIVITY
Discuss with your culture coach, friend, or mentor how these three areas of time 

orientation: clock vs. event; polychronic and monochronic; and short-term and 

long-term, are manifested in your culture and then in their culture.

1. What are some differences that you observe? ______________________  

_____________________________________________________________  

_____________________________________________________________

2. How can each of you learn to adapt to the other culture when together?

______________________________________________________________  

______________________________________________________________  

______________________________________________________________
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