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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. 

The Art of Persuasion 
 

In the west, people groups usually persuade each other in one of two ways: principles-first reasoning 
and applications-first reasoning. Erin Meyer suggests that these styles are deeply inbedded in culture 
and become the natural means of persuasion, sometimes without ever realizing our patterns of 
persuasion.  For example, when you took math in high school, were you taught the formula first, then 
practiced applying it to specific problems, eventually understanding the principle behind it? Or did you 
learn a general mathmatics principle and then develop a formula which guided you in solving problems?   
 
Another example is how foreign language is taught.  Did you learn the grammar and vocabulary 
(principles first) before using the language or did you begin a language study by hearing the language 
(application first) and then gradually learn the principles behind the language?  
 
Tell of your experience and struggles in these areas. 
 
Erin Meyer tells of the conflict arising from misunderstandings and preferences.  In Germany, a company 
would want to know about how the research was done, if it had addressed all of the difficulties and then 
draw a conclusion. In other words, the application would come only after hearing the why’s behind it. 
Americans prefer to know the conclusions first. In a business setting, to be patient through tedious 
details of the research would annoy them and they would lose interest.  
 
If you were a president of a corporation seeking a solution to a problem, which method would you prefer 
to listen to and why? 
 
The author puts Asians into a category of their own.  Instead of principle or application first, they prefer 
to look at the larger problem of how the solution affects all the other parts. Two researchers, Richard 
Nisbett and Takahiko Masuda studied how Asians and Americans perceive things. For example, they 
asked participants to take a photo of a woman. The American took a close-up of the woman’s face and 
the Asian took a photo of the woman sitting in a room. You could see her whole body and the room 
around her.  
 

Asian participant: The photo on the left (the headshot) is not a photo of the person. It is a close-
up of a face.  How can I determine anything about the person by looking at it? The photo on the 
right is a photo of the entire person, including surrounding elements so you can determine 
something about that person. Why would the Americans take a close-up of a face, which leaves 
out all of the important details? P109-110. 



 
If someone asked you to take a photo of a person, how would you do it? 
Here is another helpful example. 
 

Chinese people think from macro to micro, wheras Western people think from micro to macro. 
For example, when writing an address, the Chinese write in a sequence of province, city, district, 
block, gate number.  The Westerners do just the opposite—they start with the number of a 
single house and gradually work their way up to the city and state…Chinese put the year before 
month and date. Again, it’s the opposite in the West. p 111 

 
Are there other examples you can think of that demonstrate the difference between East and West 
thinking? 
 
 
Look at the following chart and read the definition of concept first and application first reasoning.  
How could understanding these differences help you in your studies and presentations? 
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