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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. 
 

Providing Negative Feedback 
 

Negative feedback means to give criticism over what another person could have done better at work or 
school or home.  It does not include criticisms over someone’s personal preferences such as politics, 
food, dress or choice of favorite teams. 
 
In some countries, people are very direct when pointing out someone’s faults. People in these places 
understand that direct negative comments are a gift. There is no guessing about what the problem 
might be. In other countries, people are very indirect about giving negative feedback. Their comments 
might be couched in terms of, “Oh, by the way…” or “Perhaps you would think about…I would 
suggest…”  If you are communicating with someone from the same culture you are from, these very 
different styles of communicating are not a problem. The problem comes when you are talking with 
someone from a different background. Negative feedback could be viewed as rude or not a problem at 
all. Here is an example from the book, The Culture Map. 
 

In Germany, we typically use strong words when complaining or criticizing in order to make sure 
the message registers clearly and honestly.  Of course, we assume others will do the same.  My 
British boss during a one-on-one “suggested that I think about” doing something differently. So I 
took his suggestion: I thought about it and decided not to do it.  Little did I know that his phrase 
was supposed to be interpreted as “change your behavior right away or else.”  And I can tell you 
I was pretty surprised when my boss called me into his office to chew me out for 
insubordination! p.68. 

 
Explain how people give and receive negative feedback from your country. 
Have you experienced confusion over giving and receiving negative feedback from people?  
Give an example. 
 
One might assume that people from a low context culture (places where there is a lot of ethnic diversity) 
like Canada would be very direct about giving negative feedback, having been used to being clear in 
other forms of communication, but this is not true. Or one could assume that people from a high 
context culture (places where there is little ethnic diversity) like Japan, would be indirect about giving 
negative feedback because communication is implicitly understood.  But this is not true.   
 
Think about the interactions you have had with people. How have people from different countries varied 
in the way they gave negative feedback?  Were they from a low or high context country? 



People who give criticism indirectly with words like, “Perhaps you should think about doing it this way…” 
feel that people who are very direct in their criticisms are rude, especially if the criticism is given in front 
of others.  However, people who are direct in their criticisms feel confused about messages like, “That is 
an original point of view,” when they really mean “Your idea is stupid.”  
 
Read through the following list of phrases and say what you think they really mean. p 67 

1. I was a bit disappointed that… 
2. Could you consider other options? 
3. Oh, by the way… 
4. I’m sure it’s my fault. 
5. Very interesting. 

 
How do we navigate such tricky situations: high context, low context, direct criticism, indirect criticism? 
For starts, be a good listener and observer of people.  Consider where are they from. Next, err on the 
side of caution. If you are from a place where indirect criticism is the norm, do not suddenly try to be 
more direct.  The chances are high that you are missing other cultural cues and your behavior will 
probably come off badly.  If you are from a place that gives direct criticisms but working with someone 
who gives indirect criticisms, remember to give compliment sandwiches.  Say something good about the 
person and situation.  Then slip in your criticism. End with a compliment.  Even if your criticism is direct, 
it is more likely to be accepted if sandwiched between compliments.  Always be ready to improve how 
you understand others and communicate.  Look for the intent of the message and assume the best of 
the other person’s intentions until you know differently. 
 
 
Look at the following chart. Find your country. Give examples of how feedback is given in your country. 
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