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In order to communicate successfully you have to consider the cultural 
differences and the predominating communication process in 
individualistic and collectivistic cultures. It is best to explain theses 
differences in terms of low- and high-context communication. Context has 
to do with how much you have to know before you can communicate 
effectively.  
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HIGH CONTEXT VERSUS LOW CONTEXT WHEN TALKING 
ABOUT COMMUNICATION 

 
When workers from high-context and low-context cultures have to 

work together often problems occur by the exchange of information. These 
problems can be categorized as differences in direction, quantity and 
quality. 

In order to communicate successfully you have to consider the 
cultural differences and the predominating communication process in 
individualistic and collectivistic cultures. It is best to explain theses 
differences in terms of low- and high-context communication. Context has 
to do with how much you have to know before you can communicate 
effectively.  

In comparison to high-context cultures low-context cultures like 
USA and Germany orientate on many people of their daily life because they 
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don't differentiate as much as high-context cultures between in- and out-
groups. So their direction of communication is orientated on personal 
characters and referred to situations (direction difference).  

They mostly communicate within their out-groups in a broad and 
diffuse way (quantity difference). Within communication they exchange 
information just to the necessary extent so that work can be done and they 
don't discuss or exchange information constantly in their work environment 
and colleagues (quality difference).*  

High-context means that ‘most of the information is either in the 
physical context or initialized in the person, while very little is in the coded, 
explicit, transmitted part of the message.’† In comparison to the meaning of 
low-context communication is the mass of information is vested in the 
explicit code."‡  

When dealing with different people from high- and low-context 
cultures you always have to be aware of your interlocutor's cultural origin. 
This helps to avoid misunderstandings and creates a better basis for further 
discussions.  

When talking about specific or diffuse cultures we may deal with: 
- Specific cultures that have a small area of privacy which 

is clearly separated from public life (USA). They have 
many personalities/sectors where they are acting and 
just there like socializing in clubs and organizations.  

- Diffuse cultures (Germany, France, China) that are 
concerned with keeping people's face. 

Therefore why in diffuse cultures there is so much more time taken 
to get to the point. It is about to avoid private confrontations so the 
interlocutor or groups won't feel offended and won't take disagreements 
personally.  

Germans have a high degree of privacy and share just a low 
percentage with public. It is one reason why the Americans seem to be so 
friendly and open in view of an Northern Europe but this commitment 
doesn't mean that much as in France or in Germany.  

                                                
* L.Hoecklin, ‘Managing Cultural Differences: Strategies for Competitive Advantage’, 1995, p. 98 
† idem, p. 99 
‡ ibidem, p. 100 
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Chinese belong to the diffuse societies. If an European manager gets 
invited by his Chinese partner at home he would share nearly everything 
they have to be a good host. The guest becomes a close person because of 
the established close relationship. This is very important in diffuse cultures 
to build up close relationships in business life.  

This requires a lot of information which has to be exchanged in 
advance of a business deal. Some may look irrelevant but they are 
important. Chinese become via this procedure capable to get a more detailed 
picture about their business partner and their characters. Americans for 
instance would feel disturbed while their approach to close a deal.  

They get normally straight to the point and if the opponent shows 
still interest then they start circling around him to reach their goal - closing 
the deal. In a specific culture like in America employees get motivated by 
giving them a specific task and paying them according to their results. For 
example Microsoft gives certain projects to potential employees with the 
task to present the results as soon as possible.  

The first who offers the final project will get hired the others get 
fired. Straight to the American motto ‘hire and fire’. In diffusive cultures 
companies have a different business culture than in specific cultures. In case 
someone fails in his job at a certain task the superior would first try to 
motivate the employee and show him some ways out of his bad 
performance. He will probably do it in that way that he guides the 
conversation to points where the subordinate gets the new ideas himself and 
it won't look like the boss has given him instructions. In specific cultures 
turnover and employee mobility are important.  

Americans change their jobs usually in a 2-5 years circle. Although 
times are changing in Europe towards American business styles Germans, 
French and Finns tend to stay longer in their positions and work places. 
 

SPACE CONCEPT 
 

This point which is influenced by someone's cultural origin is well 
developed in Germany and USA. Americans have distinctive places which 
they call "mine" and don't want them to be disturbed. Germans may have an 
even stronger feeling about their territories. Personal things especially like 
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their cars should rather be avoided to be ‘touched’ without permission or 
treated differently from that like the owner would treat it. The same counts 
for houses, grounds and offices.  

They shouldn't be accessed without a detailed/explicit allowance. 
The size and location of offices are also both considered as very important 
because they express some kind of status and power. Like a corner office or 
one without walls. But the power symbol has a higher value in Germany 
than in USA. Whereas in France the top management of a company is 
commonly placed in the middle of the building - corresponding to their way 
of doing something – ‘everything’ has to be centralized.  

The other one is personal space which is another from of territory. 
First of all personal space is depending on the relationship people have, their 
emotions and cultural background. Every culture and more precisely every 
individual has its own demand of personal space. This can be described as a 
bubble which defines the personal boundary is needed to feel comfortable in 
interacting with people.  

The distance between people should be kept and will be dissolved by 
shaking hands only. It is perceived as impolite and very rude when not 
keeping the distance between you and your interlocutor. But old and very 
traditional people in business may appreciate a bigger physical distance 
when greeting each other by bowing the head.  

Not paying attention to that can cause an immediate loss of your 
business relation because of attacking and not respecting someone's demand 
of space.*  

 
TIME CONCEPT 

 
The importance of time is dependent on the different view points of 

people's origin respectively culture. ‘Time is one of the fundamental bases 
on which all cultures rest and around all activities revolve.†  

                                                
* Sullivan, R., Seppala, - 2006, From the inside looking out: a perspective on human rights.",  in 
Business and Human Rights; dilemmas and solutions, edited by R. Sullivan. Sheffield, UK: Greenleaf 
Publishing Limited, 102-112 
†Walton, S. – 2001, ‘Stress management training for overseas effectiveness’, International Publishers, 
p.45 
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There are differences how cultures handle time. In earlier times time 
was measured in seasons, darkness and daylight. Nowadays time is more 
important and complex than in the past. Kluckholm and Strodtbeck 
identified three types of culture:*  

1. present orientated, with little attention to what has happened in past 
and what the future will bring. Past is considered as unimportant 
while future is seen as vague and unpredictable;  

2. past-orientated cultures have a high sense on traditions like to their 
ancestors, family, traditionalism and aristocracy. The present is tried 
to be maintained;  

3. future-orientated cultures with a high value in changes have a more 
desirable development in economic and social scales.   

 It needs a great level of flexibility and readiness to change quickly 
and adapt to new market conditions. It is absolutely necessary 
(recommended) to consider future planning in a wider prospect because of 
future strategies development and planning. The present shouldn't be 
neglected either should you emphasize it to much in consideration of future 
planning. To find the right extend/proportion is the companies challenge 
starting into the new millennium.  
  

UNIVERSALISM VERSUS PARTICULARISM 
 

 Universalism vs. Particularism indicates how a society applies rules 
of morals and ethics. In a Universal society such as the U.S., rules and 
contracts are developed which can apply in any situation. There is a belief 
that what is good or true can be discovered, defined, and applied to every 
situation. Because of their Universalism approach, in a business situation 
Americans will want to rely on a contract to communicate the terms of an 
agreement and to define the relationship between the parties. China is a 
particularistic culture where people look at relationships and circumstances 
in a specific situation to decide what is right. For the Chinese, the legal 
contract communicates a starting point for an agreement.  

                                                
* idem, p.46 
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As circumstances change so too should the terms of the agreement. 
For the Chinese, the situation and the particular individuals involved are 
what define relationship. 

Strong universalism cultures use the court to mediate conflicts. 
Therefore Americans have much more lawyers per citizen than any other 
country. The more universal a country is, the greater is the need to protect 
the truth. International operating businesses think more likely in an 
universalistic way. When universalistic business people agree to a contract 
relating to a high value deal there are always lawyers involved to assure that 
every detail is correctly mentioned and protected by a paragraph.  

Particularistic cultures avoid rigid or standardized systems to 
manage across cultures. They rather prefer to leave some room for changes 
which might occur in the future process. Some stereotypes say that Germans 
are talented to build infrastructure and Americans are excellent to develop 
and invent new products/ideas. When markets became more individual and 
specific the USA came into trouble with their way of mass production and 
mass marketing. Especially in competition with particularistic countries 
likes France who is orientated on individual and customized products.  

Universalism cultures focus normally more on rules than on 
relationships. For instance American employees compete hard for better job 
positions and to climb up in the hierarchy and earn more money. They do 
this without caring for colleagues and the relationship with them. In 
comparison, particularistic cultures like China focus heavily on 
relationships. When working with/managing particularistic, universalists 
should build informal networks and create private understandings as well as 
they should try to look for fairness in doing business by treating and looking 
on cases each as a specific one.  

In the field of global acting companies there is a big advantage and 
challenge for those to satisfy the complex and diverse needs of countries 
with different cultures.  

To cover world markets by a single selling/marketing strategy fails 
very often because of the variety of culture. Excepting some world brands 
like Coca-Cola - but even these enterprises have to change its 
marketing/selling strategy for a few markets.  
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They can target more precisely on foreign markets with the 
knowledge and awareness of the cultural differences which will lead on the 
long run into good profits and turns-over, the main objective of companies. * 
 

THE RELATION WITH THE NATURE/ENVIRONMENT 
 

The origin for that might be related back to their history and the 
discovery of a new continent. The great enforcement was to fight against the 
nature and create a new nation. The French see themselves as the "Grand 
Nation with a centralized state. They have fought already many battles and 
wars and resisted natural forces.  

Even the Germans and Finns take a more center position they still 
have a major tendency to control nature respectively their actions in general.  

A company's philosophy or strategy how to discover a market and 
win a greater market share is comparable to the relation culture to nature. In 
one hand market share or advertising can be aggressive and forcing with 
less concern to fair play and good relationships. On the other hand more 
‘caring’ cultures emphasize is to market in harmony with good and trustful 
relationships to other business partners. 

The Finns who use nature as their resources, especially wood, grow 
up with deep nature awareness. Chinese in comparison have the highest 
relation to nature.  

They try to live with nature and their people in harmony. All these 
theories can be transformed to how cultures act in business life - the relation 
from company and market.  
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