
International Conversation Cafe  
The Culture Map by Erin Meyer 
 
Do cultural differences impact people and organizations that work globally? The answer is obviously, 
yes. From how we disagree to how we manage others, to how we communicate, our differences and 
misunderstandings can threaten to undo the cooperation we so desperately want. Enter Erin Meyer’s, 
The Culture Map. Written in 2014, Meyer, a professor at INSEAD, a leading international business school, 
explains eight areas of friction between cultures. Each discussion guide focuses on one of the eight 
areas. 
 

High and Low Context Cultures 
 
Let’s start with the words, low context and high context. Context, in this discussion has to do with the 
circumstances people live in. Low context means that people live in circumstances where there is a lot of 
ethnic diversity, like the United States or Australia. High context means that there is little diversity in 
ethnicity. China or Japan would be an example of high context cultures.  
 
“In low-context cultures, effective communication must be simple, clear, and explicit in order to 
effectively pass the message...” p. 34. This is true because there could be many misunderstandings. 
Consequently, in the US one must communicate clearly.   “Say what you mean and mean what you say,” 
is the rule.  
 
People from high context cultures speak in a way that others in their culture understand without having 
to explain everything. That is because their culture is made up of people from one background, like 
Korea , for example. Communicating without explaining exactly what you mean is sometimes described 
as reading between the lines.  Families are usually high context culture. For example, a glance from a 
wife/mother to a husband or child will communicate what she wishes to say without a word. That is 
reading between the lines. 
 
Look at the chart at the end of the discussion guide.  
Find your country or region and explain why you think the author put your country in that range.  
 
Let’s do a simple role play to see how this works.  Have one person takes the part of someone from a low 
context country like the United States. This person expects a direct answer to a question. Another person 
is from a high context culture, like Iraq.  They do not give a direct answer. Another person asks a question 
to these two like, “Would you like something to eat?” or “Would you like to go with me to the concert?”  
Give yourselves a few minutes to choose roles and begin the conversation.  
 
After a few minutes of conversation stop and evaluate the frustrations each of the participants felt. 
What suggestions do you have for each person to handle the situation better? If time allows, go through 
the role play again and switch roles. 
 
 
When high and low context cultures mix 
 
If you are working with people who come from a high context culture different from your own, learn to 
listen to what is meant as well as what is said.  Ask clarifying questions and look for body language cues. 



For example, if you ask someone to do something, they may not tell you “no” to your face, Instead, they 
may tell you no in a roundabout way. They may say, “I will think about it,” or, “It will be difficult, but I 
will do my best.” 
 
What are the ways that people say “no,” in your country? 
 
Meyer suggests that if you are mixing with people who come from a low or high context culture 
different from your own, state your ideas and main points clearly.  Ask clarifying questions if you don’t 
understand. Do not expect them to read between the lines.  Meyer says, “Multicultural teams need low-
context processes.” Pg. 55 
 
Do you agree or disagree?  
Give an example. 
 
Have some fun.   
Read through this dialogue. Mr. Diaz is from Spain and Mr. Chen is from China. Try to explain what 
happened in this conversation.  
 
Mr. Diaz: It looks like some of us will be here on Sunday to host the client visit. 
Mr. Chen: I see. 
Mr.Diaz: Can you join us on Sunday? 
Mr. Chen: Yes, I think so. 
Mr. Diaz: That would be a great help. 
Mr. Chen: Yes, Sunday is an important day. 
Mr. Diaz: In what way? 
Mr. Chen: It is my daughter’s birthday. 
Mr. Diaz: How nice. I hope you all enjoy it. 
Mr. Chen: Thank you. I appreciate your understanding. 
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