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Book Review of The Culture Map by Erin Meyer
Introduction

Leadership today is happening in an interconnected world. Diverse workplaces today are
affected by globalization; thus, leaders have to understand cultural differences in order to
improve communication, decision-making, and teamwork. As Erin Meyer (2014), explains in
The Culture Map, “The way we are conditioned to see the world in our own culture seems so
completely obvious and commonplace that it is difficult to imagine that another culture might do
things differently” (p. 245). Moreover, leaders face ethical challenges; therefore, they have to
balance different values, perspectives, and ways of working in order to maintain team harmony
and ethical decision-making. Meyer illustrates this with the example of Olivier, a French vice
president at an automotive supplier who works with Chinese, Japanese, French, and German
team members. Erin notes that cultural differences can create “invisible psychological
boundaries that separate groups, creating an us versus them mentality” (Meyer, 2014, p. 249).
Meyer emphasizes that effective global leadership requires continuous learning. In addition,
leaders must understand how to use cultural differences as strengths, to respect and guide
everybody, and bridge the differences between the diverse cultures within the team. Erin writes,
“Managed with care, the cultural and individual diversity can become your team’s greatest asset”
(Meyer, 2014, p. 251).

The purpose of this review is to analyze how Erin Meyer conceptualizes effective
leadership in a global context, by analyzing her theoretical framework, practical applications,
and examples. Meyer’s book, The Culture Map, is about how culture affects the way leaders
communicate, make decisions, and manage multicultural teams. Meyer (2014), points out, “It is

only when you start to identify what makes your culture different from others that you can begin
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to open a dialogue of sharing, learning, and ultimately understanding” (p. 244). Meyer’s
framework helps leaders see the differences in behaviour and communication among cultures.
Meyer identifies eight dimensions, which are Communicating, Evaluating, Persuading, Leading,
Deciding, Trusting, Disagreeing, and Scheduling, that highlight differences in how people give
feedback, make decisions, and perceive time. Meyer (2014) helps leaders prepare a plan using
these eight dimensions to communicate, provide feedback, and make decisions among
multicultural teams. For example, she illustrates this with a multinational team case involving
Chinese and Japanese members who struggled to work together because of differences in
decision-making and time orientation. She explains, “Although Japan, like China, is very
hierarchical, it’s a consensual society where decisions are often made by the group in a bottom-
up manner... By contrast, in China, decisions are most often made by the boss in a top-down
fashion” (p. 247).

Thus, Meyer (2014), through her eight cultural dimensions framework and real-life
examples, shows the importance of understanding cultural patterns, and it can reduce
misunderstandings and improve teamwork. She emphasizes that “the more aware the team
becomes of how culture is impacting their work, the more effective they will be at bridging the
differences” (Meyer, 2014, p. 249). This highlights the value of her approach in helping leaders
navigate complex multicultural settings. However, despite that, her framework is useful and easy
to apply; it also has some limitations, because it might overlook individual differences and
unique personal experiences. Meyer (2014) acknowledges that “every individual is different” and
that people have “a unique style and set of preferences” even within the same culture (Meyer,

2014, p. 252). Therefore, this review agrees that The Culture Map is a valuable tool for
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understanding global leadership and cultural diversity; however, leaders should pay attention to
individual differences.
Background and Context

Erin Meyer is an expert in cross-cultural leadership and teaches global managers at
INSEAD to help them understand cultural differences in business. Her perspective comes from
observing how people from different cultures think and behave at work. She explains that culture
strongly shapes how people see the world, stating that “in any given culture, members are
conditioned to understand the world in a particular way” (Meyer, 2014, p. 252). Therefore, “The
Culture Map” is designed to help leaders navigate multicultural teams worldwide. The book
studied and compared various cases and recommended strategies that managers can use to
understand and adapt to cultural differences. Meyer highlights the importance of recognizing
cultural differences to improve collaboration, especially that cultural misunderstandings often
come from hidden assumptions, noting that “understanding the subtle, often unexpressed
assumptions about time that control behaviours and expectations in various cultures can be quite
challenging” (Meyer, 2014, p. 220).
Theoretical Framework of The Culture Map

The theoretical framework of The Culture Map is built on eight cultural dimensions,
these cultural dimensions explain how people from different cultures think, communicate, and
lead. These dimensions help leaders understand cultural differences and adjust their behaviour in
multicultural organizations.
Communicating Across Cultures

The communicating dimension explains how people express ideas; there are two ways:

either low-context (explicit) or high-context (implicit) communication. Some cultures speak
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directly, while others communicate indirectly; they rely on context and shared understanding.
Meyer (2014) wrote, “In low-context cultures, effective communication must be simple, clear,
and explicit in order to effectively pass the message” (p.34). The common assumption about the
French is that they are masters of implicit and indirect communication, speaking and listening
with subtlety and sensitivity” (p.8).
Evaluating and Providing Feedback

This dimension focuses on how people give negative feedback. Some cultures are direct;
they are familiar with offering and accepting clear criticism, while others are indirect. They are
soft and subtle; they start their feedback with positive feedback and then recognize the areas for
improvement. Meyer (2014) said, “In a French setting, positive feedback is often given
implicitly, while negative feedback is given more directly. In the United States, it’s just the
opposite. American managers usually give positive feedback directly while trying to couch
negative messages in positive, encouraging language (p.9).”
Persuading in a Multicultural World

This dimension explains how people build arguments. Some cultures use principles-first,
which is a theoretical reasoning; they need to understand the basis of the framework, then they
move to application. Others use applications-first, in which they need practical examples up
front, and then they extract the learning from the examples. Meyer (2014) suggests, “Provide
practical examples to capture the interest of your applications-first listeners. But you may find
the latter asking theoretical questions ... take the time to answer the questions well” (p.103).
Leading

The leading dimension shows how leadership is viewed. There are two types of

leadership styles, either egalitarian or hierarchical. The egalitarian leadership style is a flat
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hierarchy, where everybody is equal, and the boss is seen as a facilitator. However, in the
hierarchical leadership style, the boss has clear authority and status differences and is expected to
lead from the front. Meyer (2014) used “the word egalitarian instead of low power distance and
hierarchical instead of high power distance” (p.125)
Deciding

The deciding dimension focuses on decision-making styles, there are two decision
making styles the consensual and the top-down, the consensual means group agreement, the
whole team must agree but this process is time consuming but once agreed everybody will
implement quickly what they agreed on, versus the top-down decision making in which the
leader decides, this process is faster and the leader can make adjustment during implementation
phase. Meyer (2014) found that “In a consensual culture, the decision-making may take quite a
long time, since everyone is consulted...the implementation is quite rapid... By contrast, in a
top-down culture ... decisions tend to be made quickly ... by one person (likely the boss). But
each decision is also flexible... As more discussions occur, new information arises, or differing
opinions surface, decisions may be easily revisited or altered” (p.149).
Trusting

The trusting dimension explains how trust is built. There are two ways to build trust:
through task-based trust or relationship-based trust. The task-based trust, leaders trust their
subordinates based on their performance and competence, Meyer (2014) said, “work
relationships built and dropped easily” (p.171), whereas in relationship-based trust, leaders trust
their subordinates based on the personal connection and relationships, Meyer (2014) said, “Trust
is built through sharing meals, evening drinks and visits at the coffee machine. Work

relationships, build up slowly over the long term” (p.171).
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Disagreeing

The disagreement dimension describes how comfortable people are with conflict. Some
cultures are confrontational; they disagree through an open debate, while others avoid
disagreement to maintain harmony. Meyer (2014) found that “In Western countries, everyone is
expected to have a different idea from everyone else. In Japan, it is considered more important to
avoid saying anything that might offend or disturb the harmony of those involved in the
discussion and to always defer to the person of highest rank or status” (pp. 199-200).
Scheduling

The scheduling dimension explains how people view time: some cultures follow a linear-
time approach, they prepare their plans and agendas in advance, their time is structured, and they
are very punctual; other cultures follow a flexible-time approach, they are adaptable and accept
interruptions for their plans and meetings. Meyer (2014) describes two meetings, “In a linear-
time culture, people in a meeting are supposed to behave as if in a Swedish line. You should not
be talking to your neighbor at the same time someone else is talking. You should not be taking
cell phone calls on the sidelines ... In flexible-time cultures, it seems clear that the most
productive meetings grow in unpredictable ways, and the effective manager is flexible and
professional enough to capitalize on priorities and changing needs as they arise” (p.231).

Thus, Meyer’s framework shows that leadership is not universal. Effective global leaders
must understand these cultural differences and adjust their behavior accordingly. The model is
practical because it gives clear categories, but it also shows that cultures are complex and cannot

be reduced to simple rules.



THE CULTURE MAP BOOK REVIEW 8

Critical Analysis

The strength of The Culture Map is its practical approach to explaining cultural
differences. Meyer discussed and narrated real examples and cases for leaders and multicultural
teams in different countries. This framework is considered an important resource for leaders who
can use it to improve their leadership. This framework, through the narrated examples, will help
readers understand how cultural misunderstandings arise and teach them how to prevent them.

However, the book has limitations. The Meyer framework may lead to grouping people
by national culture and issuing generalizations. Although Meyer acknowledges that individuals
have unique characteristics and traits, the model may still prompt readers to construct fixed
stereotypes about cultures.

Meyer's work is an important theoretical contribution, despite the limitations. The eight
cultural dimensions provide a clear and systematic way to analyze leadership across cultures.
Practical Implications for Leadership.

Leaders should recognize cultural “fault lines”. The team can be divided due to hidden
differences. Leaders can reduce misunderstandings by paying attention to cultural differences.

Top-down decisions are preferred in some cultures, while others prefer group decisions.
In addition, there are cultures that prefer strict schedules, while others have flexible ones.
Leaders must adjust their expectations. It helps in avoiding frustration and strengthening team
dynamics.

Cultural diversity should be utilized as a strength by leaders. Cultural differences can
improve performance. The direct cultures provide clear feedback, while the indirect culture

fosters harmony. Leadership has the ability to assign tasks that are based on their strengths.
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People with linear time can perform structured tasks, and those with flexible time are capable of
performing flexible tasks.
Conclusion

The Culture Map book presented a framework that offers a clear, practical way to
understand global leadership. The eight cultural dimensions and the real examples show how
culture affects communication, decisions, and teamwork. This book is useful because it is simple
and easy to apply. However, it has a limitation. It issues generalizations towards cultures and
does not focus much on individual differences, disregarding personal uniqueness. However,
understanding culture is very important for leaders today. Meyer’s framework helps leaders work
better in multicultural teams and use diversity as a strength.
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