


High and Low Context Communication 
In a high-context culture, people behave as if everyone around them understands the context of their words 

and behaviour (because they usually do). It respects and honours others through using shared language. 

In a low-context culture, people assume less in common between themselves and others, so more is explained. 

Individuality and uniqueness of the other is respected by offering explanation and information. 

HIGH CONTEXT CUL TURES 

• "You know what I mean"

• Context over content

• Groups have unwritten 'rules'

• Communication is indirect, includes story

• High use of non-verbal communication

{facial expression, tone, hand gestures) 

• Communication secures relationships

and status within the community

• People are informed based on rank and

relationship, rules do not apply equally

to everyone

• How something is said is more important

than what is said; oral and personal over

written or digital communication

• Cultures are stable, strong in tradition

and can be slow to change

LOW CONTEXT CUL TURES 

• "I say what I mean"

• Content over context

• Rules are written, posted and followed.

People expect lists and clear instructions

that apply to everyone

• Communication is most often direct,

concise, factual and objective

• Low use of non-verbal communication

• Communicate to accomplish tasks,

provide information, exchange opinions

• All people receive the same information,

regardless of rank or relationship

• Transparency is prized; people expect to

know why decisions are made

• Cultures may change rapidly to respond

to new information or opportunities

Historically, Canadian culture has preferred low-context communication, 

where the majority of newcomers to Canada come from high-context cultures. 
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Across the world, groups of people exhibit similar patterns of belief and behaviour. Some anthropologists and missiologists 

have called these patterns 'cultural worldviews', and understanding these worldviews is one way we can love and know our 
neighbours better. The groups are named for a negative attribute that the group wants to reject and a positive attribute that 

the group wants to pursue. The compasses show some ways a person in these groups might try to free themselves from the 
negative attribute to achieve the positive one. Most people are influenced by one worldview more than others. 
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POWER OVER NATURAL WORLD 

POWER 

OVER 

PEOPLE 

POWER 

OVER 

SELF 

POWER OVER SUPERNATURAL WORLD 

EXTEND THE LAW 

COMPARE BLAME 

TO LAW 

OTHERS KEEPERS 

DENY THE LAW 

ATTACK OTHERS 

HIDE HIDE 

FROM FROM 

OTHERS SELF 

ATTACK SELF 

Fear means to be at the mercy of forces and powers beyond your 
control and to live without security, or protection. 

Power means to acquire the ability to choose a path and follow it 

without interference from outside forces, to be in a state of 
certainty, security and authority. 

Fear-Power cultures long for the security and self-determination 

over their lives that power (or connection to a great power) gives 
them. Everything is evaluated on its utility to bring protection. 

Guilt is the personal, objective knowledge that you have broken a 
law, and that confession or restitution must be made in order to 

satisfy justice. We believe our wrong action must be compensated 
for with a right one, or with due payment. 

Innocence is doing right in the eyes of the law, and to have no 

legal charge against you. 

Guilt-Innocence cultures want to be good or correct in an 
objective way that will protect them from punishment. They fight 

to win people to their way of thinking or behaving as proof that 
they are in the right. 

Shame is a negative public reputation or rating that disconnects 
you from community and causes the belief that you are flawed, a 
failure and unworthy of love and belonging. 

Honour is the worth or value of a person both in their eyes and in 
the eyes of a group or person. It is positive attention gained for 

meeting group expectations. 

Shame-Honour cultures look for status or approval of their 
community that will protect them from being cut off from 
communally-controlled resources, loss of identity and which will 

preserve their life. 
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Most regions of the world express a primary cultural worldview. Many may have a secondary worldview. Because of human 
migration and the global spread of ideas through technology, these worldviews are not static or tied to geography - ideas 
that shape who we are and how we see the world increasingly transcend borders. The map below demonstrates the primary 
influencing worldview in that region. (Data combines information from the Interactive Global Map of Culture Types from 
Jayson Georges at honorshame.com with additional research. Dots are meant to give a generalization of the worldview mix 
in that region rather than identify a percent of population or what the cultural makeup of a specific country or city might be.) 
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WHERE ARE WORLDVIEWS FOUND? 

Tribal, polytheistic and animistic religious groups, Africa, some Asian regions and indigenous 
groups of North America. Areas with fewer reliable institutions, such as remote and rural areas. 
Additionally experienced by practitioners of folk religion, occult, superstition, wicca and paganism. 

Broadly North America, Western Europe, Australia, and areas formerly colonized or occupied by 
European nations. Additionally found in cities with strong institutions such as universities and cities 
with multinational organizations, or those with high levels of human migration and global tourism. 

Eastern Europe, Middle East, much of Asia, and some areas of South America. More common in 
areas with strong family systems, rural and agricultural areas. It is estimated that at least 60% of 
the world's population experiences this as their primary cultural worldview, as does 90% of 
unreached people groups. 
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Worship is the title we give to activities that we do to praise God, obey God and express our faith. In Canada, we 

often use this term to refer to a category of music or an activity that a group of Christians participate in together. 

Our worship is influenced by culture (which is good - because culture is part of who we are!). A typical worship 

gathering in Canada might include announcements, three songs, a prayer, a sermon and two more songs to 

close. The songs are also of a similar sound - either hymns or modern Christian popular worship. Around the 

world, this pattern is different. And as our churches in Canada change, these patterns may change here too! 
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Central purpose: Praising. We express our gratitude and proclaim our submission to God in order to gain power to overcome sin and darkness 

Primary activity: Music and Expressive Worship We gather to proclaim God's greatness and seek blessings 

Other Expressions: Wider range of worship arts, dance, banners/flags, instruments, visual art and drama, storytelling, testimony, prophecy, prayer, 
anointing, verbal expression such as shouts of 'amen!', welcoming of the miraculous, addressing the spiritual world, extended or spontaneous prayer 

Music: may be more spontaneous, organic or unscripted, choirs and performing groups, invoking the power of the Holy Spirit 
• I declare ... I have been set free ... Blessings are mine ...
• God you are powerful... God can do it... Holy Spirit come ... In the presence of my enemy ... darkness will flee ...

Additional Considerations: open to a flexible worship gathering that begins and ends as needed, open to the Spirit of God directing the activities of 
the worship gathering. Wiser/older people speak, more of the congregation may be involved, and visuals and symbolism are important. 

Central purpose: Learning. We gain the right information so that we can live rightly 

Primary activity: Sermon / Bible Teaching. We gather to hear exposition of the Word of God and learn how God wants us to live. 

Other Expressions: Bible Study, apologetics classes, discipleship or accountability groups, prayer meetings, conferences/retreats 

Music: may have great focus on correct doctrinal expression or learning theology, appreciates novelty, may include performance music or solos, 
lyrics feature individualistic language 
• I want... I will (trust, follow, walk, obey) ... I sing ... I believe ...
• My heart's desire ... your plans for me ... l know you are with me .. I've been made new ...
• You are my king, I am yours and you are mine,

Additional Considerations: may be more hesitant to worship along with groups who express worship differently, likely to have a rigid structure to 
gatherings, small team of people in charge, distinct line between leadership and congregation, and authority to teach is determined by merit and 
adherence to correct beliefs. Church communities may be in competition with one another, both correct doctrine and innovation are valued. 

Central purpose: Sacraments. We remember what God has done and commit our allegiance through communion, confession, ritual and liturgy 

Primary activity: Communion. We gather to glorify God and remember our salvation 

Other Expressions: Confession, baptism, ordination, may also include confirmation, blessing and anointing, reading of the Word of God, collective 
repentance and lament, recited prayers and creeds, serving others, testimonies 

Music: tradition over novelty, designed to be sung or performed communally, choirs, reference scripture/ shared history, not personal experience 
• what you did for us ... Jesus is our King ... you give us a new name ... blessed be your name ... glory to God in the highest
• we confess ... we believe ... we are your church ... we are your children ...

Additional Considerations: tends to be more focused on hierarchy, honouring elders and fulfilling roles in the community. While Catholic and 
Orthodox churches have traditionally expressed some aspects of a shame-honour culture, there is far less representation in protestant groups (even 
those engaging in traditional missions and cross-cultural work within the shame-honour world today), a sense of history is important. 
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There is a lot to learn about crossing cultures! If you want to explore further, we recommend the following 

resources. Find updated resource lists and links at www.culturecross.com/resources 
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1.The 3D Gospel: Ministry in Guilt, Shame and Fear Cultures
by Jayson Georges

Ideal starting place to learn about the three cultural worldviews and begin to apply these ideas.

A short easy read with charts, diagrams and ideas that are applicable to many contexts.

2. Crossing Cultures with Jesus: Sharing Good News with Sensitivity and Grace
by Katie J. Rawson

A good entry point into cross-cultural ministry, exploring how we can be communities that share

the good news with all people and understand the East/West cultural divide. Written for young

adults embarking on a cross-cultural trip or engaging in student ministries.

3. Misreading Scripture with Western Eyes
by E. Randolph Richards and Brandon J. 0 Brien

An engaging and accessible book about how cultural worldviews affect our reading and teaching of

the Bible. A great place to start understanding the honour-shame world of the Bible and how new

perspectives on the ideas of time, patronage, face and identity deepen our understanding of the

story of God.

4. No Longer Strangers: Transforming Evangelism with Immigrant Communities
Edited by Eugene Cho and Samira lzadi Page, Forward by Ann Voskamp

A vital collection of essays by diverse voices exploring better ways to invite immigrants to

experience and know Jesus. These essays encourage evangelism and discipleship that moves

away from strict formulas and transactional thinking to sharing the Gospel in a way that leads

to healing, mutuality, reconciliation and transformation.

5. Building a Multi-Ethnic Church: A Gospel Vision of Love, Grace and Reconciliation in

a Divided World. by Derwin Gray 
While primarily focused on the American context, this important work explores how bringing 

cultures together is not just a social issue but a theological one, and a beautiful portrait of the 

Gospel. A book that doesn't shy away from difficult issues but brings hope and practical ideas 

for local churches to lead change in North America. 

6. Ministering in Honor-Shame Cultures: Biblical Foundations and Practical Essentials
by Jayson Georges and Mark D. Baker

For those in vocational cross-cultural ministry or who love learning more, this academic work

explores the complexity of ministry in an honour-shame context along with modern-day

ministry strategies.

honorshame.com 
A website featuring blog posts, articles and resource links about cross-cultural ministry, 

specifically to groups with a cultural worldview that is primarily honour-shame. 
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