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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. 
 

Perceptions of Time 
 

What does it mean to be “on time?” Does it mean you can show up to an appointment 10 minutes late 
or 30 minutes late?  There are two basic ways of looking at time. There is a linear time where time is 
viewed as concrete. Words like, “spent, wasted, lost, killing, and running out” describe what we feel 
about time.  Flexible time is not measured in precise minutes but by time periods like before lunch or 
after sunrise. 
 
Which perspective on time did you grow up with? 
How seriously do you feel about being, “on time?” 
 
Look at the chart below and read the definitions. Do you agree with the placement of your country on 
the line? 

 
 

 



The more industrialized a nation is, the more people are likely to go by the clock. If you have to 
show up at a factory, it is extremely important to be exactly on time because of the machines 
that need to run. But if, for example, “if you are a farmer in the Nigerian countryside, most of 
the farm work is done by people, and you likely have few machines.” P.226. Replacing a person 
is less critical than keeping a line of machinery going. Hence, farmworkers in this location can 
be more flexible. 
 
These ideas and perceptions of time are seen in other ways than just showing up on time for 
your work, a class, or an appointment. Perceptions of time influence how much time someone 
is given to speak in a conference, let’s say. In the United States, speeches are timed, and the 
speaker is expected to stop as planned.  Meyer tells of an experience in Brazil where she was 
given 45 minutes to speak but then told she could take 60 if she wanted. 
 
Meeting agendas reflect our perspective on time.  In some places, the meeting agenda is fluid, 
and everyone expects that. They may plan but are not bothered in the least if the agenda is not 
followed.  In other places, the agenda will be followed to the minute. 
 
Standing in line also reflects a person’s idea of time.  In some countries, cutting in line is a big 
taboo, whereas in other places, standing in line is not an exact science.   
 
 
How do you feel about speeches being timed? 
Are you used to meeting agendas being followed or disregarded? 
What was standing in line like in your country? 
 
Was it difficult to adjust to another practice of time? 
What advice would you give to a person going to a country that is flexible about being on time 
and one that is rigid? 
 


