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Examining the Characteristics and Differences in High and Low Context Cultures

 A fascinating and crucial concept that has come to light as the economy has become more 

globally intertwined is that of the differences in high context and low context cultures. For years 

there have been obvious differences in the way cultures conducted, yet after the end of World 

War II when the United States occupied and began to rebuild Japan, these specific cultural 

differences began to manifest themselves in a manner that allowed for study. Despite the 

standing of the two former enemies, the United States as the conquering power, and Japan as the 

fallen empire, the two were attempting to cooperate in order to rebuild Japan into a peaceful, 

prosperous country. The issues that arose came from the clashes in culture, the United States 

being the epitome of western ideal, and Japan far more focused on traditional values and ethics. 

Ultimately, these differences can be characterized through the definitions of high context and low 

context cultures, as introduced be Edward Hall in 1976. The defining qualities of these two 

disparate cultural forms and how these differences can lead to conflict will be the focus of this 

paper. 

High Context Culture Defined

 Schein (2010) introduced the topic of high context culture by describing the way in which 

events are given meaning and understood. Essentially, a high context culture is one wherein 

meaning can only be understood in the context of the situation. This means that a high context 
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culture is far more reliant on subtlety and on who is delivering a message. In the context of an 

organization, this means that two people could come up with the same idea, but if person A is a 

low ranking employee and person B is a senior official, then it will be person B who is given 

more respect and consideration for the idea (Schein, 2010). 

 The primary characteristics of high context culture are experienced in the manner of 

communication. Herein lies the area where people from low context cultures will struggle to 

effectively handle a high context culture. High context cultures place a great emphasis on the 

implied messages and the manner in which a message is conveyed.  Non verbal communication, 

such as body language, the selective use of silence and emphasis, as well as the general behavior 

of the messenger play a vital role in communicating the unspoken yet equally important tone of a 

message (Wurtz, 2005). 

 As was briefly alluded to in the introduction, the United States is a low context culture, 

but the further implications of that fact are far more generalized. From a geographical 

perspective, Western style countries are recognized as being low context, whereas Eastern 

countries are high context. Eastern societies are far more likely to be concerned with cultural 

progression and success, or the success of whichever organization that the individual belongs to. 

Essentially, a high context society places a greater emphasis on the success of an organization as 

a whole rather than on the individual’s success (Yama & Zakaria, 2012). 

 Building upon the collectivist high context idea is the notion of the importance of saving 

face. A high context culture will, in general, place a great deal of emphasis on reputation and the 

acknowledgement or respect for a person with a well regarded reputation (LeBaron, 2003). A 

high context culture places a great deal of importance on tact when interacting with those of 
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superior rank, or in positions of authority. This comes into play most frequently in organizations 

and corporations at the most senior levels, where a board of directors of supervisors may 

disagree with the direction of a CEO, yet must take care in the manner in which those 

disagreements are voiced so as not to embarrass the CEO. To publicly embarrass or find fault 

with the leadership of a CEO, or any form of manager or leader is considered a high offense. In 

fact, this way of thinking can carry so much importance and weight on the employees of an 

organization that it is considered in many cultures to be more socially acceptable for a 

subordinate who recognizes that a leader is leading the organization towards failure, to simply 

remain silent and follow the leaders path, so as not to question the authority and power that has 

been awarded to the leader (Schein, 2010). 

 

Low Context Culture defined 

 

 High context cultures and the ways in which they practice communication and how their 

organizations are structured is of vital importance to understand for anyone who hails from a low 

context culture. Because of the nature of the importance of meaning and position, someone who 

does not understand these nuances could very easily offend a potential partner, employee, or 

even employer. The stage is set then for an examination of the characteristics of low context 

cultures. 

 As was discussed earlier, geographically speaking, low context cultures are generally 

going to be the more western countries (Schein, 2010). A low context culture is going to be 

diametrically opposed to high context culture in the manners and styles of communication as 
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well as the emphasis that is placed on defined rules and governing guidelines (LeBaron, 2003). 

Low context communication is a style in which the message is abundantly clear just by the 

verbal transfer of an idea. There is little need for reliance on body language or consideration of 

the position of power or responsibility that the messenger may hold. To use a generalization, low 

context culture is more along the lines of stereotypical ruthless American business model, 

wherein failures are addressed quickly and directly, and success is praised just as swiftly. 

 Additionally and in contrast to high context societies, low context cultures place a high 

value on the success and ambitions of the individual rather than the organization (Yama & 

Zakaria, 2012). A low context culture member is more likely to subscribe to the theory of “what 

have you done for me lately”, and if the organization of which that member is  a part of is no 

longer meeting the individuals personal and professional needs, then it is accepted that that 

person is within their rights and in fact is more than likely going to seek employment elsewhere. 

The concept of spending decades working for a single organization is no longer the standard that 

is held to or even aspired to in western society, particularly American society. This is a change 

from decades past, when it was common and expected that a person would begin work for a 

company at a young age and occupying a low position of power, then slowly over the course of 

years and after the accumulation of knowledge and skills, ascend through the company’s 

hierarchy. 

 Rather than spending a lifetime devoted to a single organization and in reverence to the 

leaders of that organization, it is accepted and indeed encouraged in low context societies for 

people to move through different organizations, accumulating a wide array of knowledge. If an 

organization can bring in an outside hire who has experience in whatever technical or managerial 
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skill that the position requires, it is also expected that this new hire will look at the way the 

organization, all the way up to senior leadership, conducts business, and to examine it for areas 

of improvement. Whereas in high context cultures the subordinates are expected to support the 

leader regardless of the correctness of a path that the leader chooses, a low context culture 

requires that the followers make their voices heard and make attempt to correct a potential failure 

prior to reaching its climax (Schein, 2010). Ultimately, the emphasis in low context societies is 

on the individual, placing high values on personal privacy and personal accomplishment (Sajan, 

2013). 

 Interesting to ponder is the rise of English as the language of international business. More 

and more English is the preferred language for business, and is actually the specified language 

for aviation -- meaning that all pilots and air traffic controllers must speak english when engaged 

in aviation activities. This promulgation of English has some notable advantages, specifically 

that English is the language of low context cultures like the United States and England. Ryan 

(2011) discusses the advantage of English being that since English comes from a low context 

culture, wherein explicitness and directness are valued, English is thusly a language built for the 

purpose of communicating a clear purpose. This can be seen as an advantage in international 

affairs as it allows for both communicators to gain a clear picture of an intended message, and 

hopefully, not misconstrue an idea. 

Cross Cultural Conflicts

 As the world becomes more globalized, nations that were once as separated from each 

other by geography as the Earth is from Mars now become more interconnected thanks to the 
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promulgation of technology and the global economic market. Any organization that wishes to 

succeed globally must be pay close attention to the traditions and customs of the organization 

with which they intend to do business. There is no quicker way to crush a potential partnership 

than to misunderstand how communication is traditionally handled, and to unintentionally 

embarrass a potential client or partner. 

 The potential for misunderstandings when high context and low context members engage 

in dialogue is high. By the very nature of the styles of communication, each side faces the 

possibility of feeling uncomfortable or mistrusting of the other simply by the manner in which 

they communicate. A high context society member who values tradition and subtlety is likely to 

be very affronted by the manners of a low context society member, especially if the two sides are 

unaware of the inherent differences in societal styles (Ryan, 2011).  High context cultures are 

likely to feel that the low context culture is behaving immaturely or perhaps even rudely due to 

the directness of communication. On the other side, the low context, direct speaking member is 

likely to feel uncomfortable based on the little amount of direct information that is being given 

by the high context member, which could lead the low context member to question whether or 

not their counterpart is being entirely honest, or is even fully interested in pursuing whatever 

partnership is on the table (Ryan, 2011). 

 The complications of cross cultural communication extend further beyond just the realm 

of corporate partnerships or expanding a corporations reach into a new foreign market. In fact, 

under some scenarios, proper handling of cross cultural communication can have dire 

consequences should they be improperly handled. This was the case in regards to Japan’s 

Fukushima Nuclear power plant in the wake of a devastating tsunami in March of 2011. While 
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the international community was extremely worried about the handling of the Fukushima plant 

and was eager to assist in any way possible, Japan’s high context society dictated a small amount 

of direct information to be given out to allies, and for Japan’s own leadership to come to a 

consensus on a course of action prior to implementation (Ryan, 2011).  

Strengths and Weaknesses of High and Low Context Cultures

 There is no universally defined measurement for what is the right way to do business or 

the right way to conduct societal communication. However, objectively there can be identified 

certain strengths and weaknesses of each style. It must be acknowledged at the forefront that 

even describing certain characteristics as being a positive or a negative is going to be subjective 

based on the culture that each individual reader hails from. Describing a strength of a low 

context culture as being the value of the individual may seem like a selfish and negative thought 

if someone comes from a high context culture which does not value individualism. That being 

addressed, with the greatest amount of objectivity plausible, an examination of strengths and 

weaknesses can be seen thusly. 

 A high context culture is a far more team oriented style of communication than a low 

context culture. In high context cultures, an organization will succeed or fail as a team, which 

can be a benefit to weaker members of an organization. The nature of high context cultures also 

forges stronger interpersonal relationships, which can inspire members of the team to sacrifice of 

themselves for the welfare of others or for the organization as a whole (Ryan, 2011) (Schein, 

2010). The stronger interpersonal bonds and feeling of teamwork and camaraderie also allow for 
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quicker implementation of new ideas and concepts, as there is a built in trust in the decisions of 

the organization. Additionally, it is likely that prior to a decision on a major change being 

reached, the organization has sought the greatest degree of consensus possible. This too will 

increase the willingness of the employees or team members to embrace a new program, as it is 

likely that they have personally been involved in the crafting of said program. This will be a 

strength for the organization in a changing environment, as the team members will be able to 

quickly and efficiently adapt to new programs and press forward with much enthusiasm. 

 On the other end of the spectrum for high context cultures are the unintended side effects 

of the benefits stated above. The importance of team cohesion and interpersonal relationships is 

likely to foster an environment wherein the employees feel comfortable with the current 

standard, which is not conducive to innovation. Innovation is often the result of competition and 

the need to set an individual apart from her peers, a concept that is not valued in a high context 

society. This means that high context organizations might be unintentionally hindering their own 

progress by not pushing their employees to gain maximum efficiency. Additionally, while the 

notion of a team concept and the success of an organization as a whole can be a rallying point 

early in an individuals career with an organization, over time the overvaluing of the success of 

the organization over the importance of the individual can crush an individuals morale. If the 

focus of an organization is solely the progress and success of a faceless concept of organization, 

the employee can feel undervalued and simply see themselves as a tool in a larger machine. Also, 

as was briefly discussed earlier, the nature of high context cultures dictates that when dealing 

with outside organizations, the high context group is not likely to be very forthcoming regarding 

details or actual needs of an organization. This can be a hinderance to potential partnerships or in 
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attaining new clients. Finally, the need for high context cultures to have consensus is perhaps the 

greatest obstacle to the success of an organization. In any group there are bound to be a wide 

array of ideas and beliefs. This becomes especially troubling when the time comes for creating a 

new policy or program. A program may be initially conjured with one focus in mind, but by the 

time it has been routed through the organization for inputs, the final product may bear little 

resemblance to the one that initially sprung into existence. The time necessary to craft a new idea 

is an extreme hinderance to organizations as the world becomes a faster paced place (Ryan, 

2011) (Schein, 2010). 

 High context cultures definitely have their strengths and weaknesses, however it is 

interesting to view those traits in contrast to a low context culture. When they are explicitly 

stated, the inherent difficulties between cultures who employ different methods becomes 

abundantly clear. We will now examine the strengths and weaknesses of low context cultures, 

however we will do so from a contrasting view to that of high context cultures. 

 A stated weakness of high context cultures was that personal ambition was stymied. This 

is not the case in low context cultures, where the importance of individual innovation is a high 

value quality. Individuals are pushed to their maximum efficiency because there is no guarantee 

of long term stability within an organization, and if an individual is not doing the job as 

efficiently or expediently as the organization requires, the organization has very little issue 

simply finding a new person to occupy that position (Ryan, 2011). This style of management, 

while perhaps seeming to be ruthless in nature, does encourage individuals to find a way to make 

their mark, this is most often done in the form of innovative new practices designed to increase 

the company’s profits or to streamline redundant practices in order to save time and/or money. 
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Low context cultures are also focused on continually progressing and moving forward, less 

concerned with established tradition. This means that employees are less constrained by how 

things “have always been done”, as there is an established recognition that an organization must 

continually be looking to not only adapt to a changing environment, but to itself by the cause for 

the change in environment. This too is a strength over a high context culture, where established 

tradition and defined roles play a large part in the organizational structure and means of doing 

business (Morgan, 2006) . 

 While the above can all be seen as being positives to the organization, and potentially to 

the individual dependent on the talent and work that the individual can bring to the organization, 

there are absolutely a number of weaknesses that are inherently created as a result of the 

competitive nature of the low context culture. The emphasis on interpersonal competition as a 

means to increased productivity is likely to create a “looking over the shoulder” feeling among 

employees; namely employees will always be on the lookout for someone who is out to take their 

job and in so doing, strike at their livelihood. This style of management is not conducive to a 

cooperative, team building environment. This becomes a serious issue when an organization 

must compete directly with a high context organization that due to its style of management, has 

its employees cooperating and working like a well oiled and finely tuned machine. In addition to 

looking over one’s shoulder at the competition, the importance of personal innovation places a 

great deal of stress on the individual to perform at a high level. This can be seen as a positive 

from a managerial perspective, but it must be acknowledged that not everyone is a top of the line 

innovator, and holding each employee to that high of a standard could lead to having “too many 

chiefs and too few indians” in the organization. Any organization will ultimately be composed of 

Running head: High and Low Context Cultures! 11



mostly followers, but in a low context culture, the value of a good follower is extremely under 

appreciated.  Sometimes what an organization needs is a legion of dedicated employees who can 

make the company vision come to life, rather than trying to constantly find a better way of doing 

things, or voicing dissenting opinions with the sole intent of gaining attention and adulation for 

oneself. Further complicating a low context culture is the over-defining of occupational roles. 

Often times a low context organization will almost micromanage an employee in the delegation 

of tasks, meaning that one person could be responsible for the completion of a task, placing 

further pressure on the individual to not hold up the team and bring unwanted attention to 

himself by not being as efficient as the company wants (Ryan, 2011). 

Summary

 

 Organizations have become more global, or at least the organizations that are surviving in 

the new global economy are becoming more global. In order for these companies to flourish, a 

solid understanding of the cultures that define potential competitors, clients, or even partners is 

paramount. The differences in geographic location are almost unimportant in comparison to the 

importance of the manner in which organizations conduct business. Even with a sound 

understanding of inherent differences, there will be challenges in overcoming them. Just because 

one organization understands and is prepared for differences does not mean that the other will be, 

which creates a one way flow of effort, likely to cause frustration on the part of the “enlightened” 

organization. However, there seems to be little alternative to further educating oneself when it 

comes time to do business across cultures. 
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 This area of study has been one of the more fascinating and involving during this course. 

There are innumerable possibilities for further study in this area of research. While it may seem 

to be an overly simplified concept, perhaps a study could one day be conducted on how high and 

low context cultural styles are generally applied between genders. Concurrently, the current 

theories on high and low context cultures focus on generalizing the concept on nations or regions 

of the world at large, perhaps a more in depth study could be conducted on smaller regions 

within a country. The United States for certain can be seen as generally a low context nation, 

however there are a vast array of differences in the ways organizations conduct business even 

within the United States. The United States is no stranger to the concept of civil war, it is not 

unlikely that despite over a century of remaining a united union, specific regions likely retain 

differing methods of business and communication. These are all areas that could make for 

fascinating research into this theory. 
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