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Coffee & Law



Introduction
Coffee is universal. Conversation styles are not.

In a global law firm, your next Coffee & Law match might be a colleague 10 floors up—or 10,000 
kilometers away. The ritual of sharing a conversation is universal, but how that conversation unfolds 
varies dramatically across cultures.

This guide offers practical insights for navigating cross-cultural professional conversations. It's not 
about stereotyping or memorizing rules—it's about developing awareness and flexibility.

Ø=Ü¡ The Golden Rule

Approach every conversation with curiosity rather than assumptions. Ask about your colleague's 
preferences. People appreciate the effort to understand their communication style.



General Principles
Frameworks that apply across cultures

1. High-Context vs. Low-Context Communication

This is perhaps the most important cultural dimension for professional conversations:

•  Low-context cultures (US, Germany, Netherlands): Meaning is explicit. Say what you mean directly.

•  High-context cultures (Japan, China, many Middle Eastern countries): Meaning is embedded in 
context, relationship, and non-verbal cues.

In practice: A German colleague might find a Japanese colleague's polite indirectness frustrating. 
The Japanese colleague might find German directness rude. Neither is wrong—they're using different 
communication logics.

2. Relationship Before Business

Many cultures prioritize relationship-building before substantive discussion:

•  In some Latin American, Middle Eastern, and Asian cultures, jumping straight to "business talk" 
can feel cold

•  Expect more personal questions and small talk in initial meetings

•  The coffee chat itself is the goal, not a prelude to a transaction

3. Hierarchy Awareness

Attitudes toward seniority vary:

•  Egalitarian cultures (Scandinavia, Netherlands): First names, casual interaction across levels

•  Hierarchical cultures (Japan, Korea, much of Asia): Deference to seniority, formal address

•  When in doubt, start more formal and let your colleague set the tone



Regional Insights
A starting point, not a rulebook

These are generalizations based on cultural research. Individuals vary. Use as starting points for awareness, 
not as stereotypes.

. United States

•  Generally informal and direct

•  Comfortable with first names quickly

•  "How are you?" is often a greeting, not a genuine question

•  Time-conscious; expect efficiency in meetings

•  Positive feedback is common; be aware it might be exaggerated

. United Kingdom

•  More formal than Americans but less than continental Europe

•  Indirect communication and understatement ("not bad" might mean "excellent")

•  Self-deprecating humor is common and valued

•  The class system influences professional dynamics in subtle ways

•  Small talk about weather is genuinely a bonding ritual

. Germany

•  Very direct communication—this is respect, not rudeness

•  Punctuality is taken seriously

•  Titles (Dr., Prof.) matter more than in Anglophone countries

•  Separation of personal and professional life

•  Feedback is honest, sometimes bluntly so



Regional Insights (continued)

. France

•  Intellectualism and debate are valued

•  Expect longer, more philosophical conversations

•  Hierarchy and formality in professional settings

•  Building personal rapport is important before business

•  Lunches can be long and are part of relationship-building

. Japan

•  High-context: read between the lines

•  "Yes" might mean "I hear you," not "I agree"

•  Silence is not awkward—it shows thoughtfulness

•  Business cards (meishi) exchanged with both hands, treated with respect

•  Harmony (wa) prioritized; avoid public disagreement

. China

•  Relationships (guanxi) are fundamental to business

•  Saving face is critical—avoid public criticism

•  Hierarchy matters; know who the decision-maker is

•  Gift-giving and hospitality are relationship investments

•  Patience in relationship-building pays off long-term



Regional Insights (continued)

. India

•  Diversity within India is enormous; avoid treating as monolithic

•  Hierarchy is generally respected

•  "Indian Standard Time" is a real phenomenon; flexibility with scheduling

•  Personal questions (family, background) are normal and friendly

•  Head wobble is often agreement/acknowledgment, not confusion

. Middle East

•  Hospitality is paramount; refusing refreshments can offend

•  Relationship-building precedes business discussion

•  Religious practices may influence scheduling (prayer times, Ramadan)

•  Gender dynamics vary by country and individual

•  Extended family and tribal affiliations may be referenced

. Latin America

•  Warmth and personal connection valued

•  Time is often more flexible ("mañana culture")

•  Physical proximity and touch in conversation are normal

•  Expect to discuss personal life and family

•  Relationship-building meals and social events are important



Practical Tips
For your next cross-cultural coffee chat

. Before the Conversation

•  Research your colleague's cultural background (but don't assume it defines them)

•  Consider time zones if it's a virtual chat—offer flexibility

•  Think about whether video/in-person or phone suits your colleague's style

•  Prepare a few culturally neutral conversation starters

. During the Conversation

•  Mirror their pace and formality level

•  Allow for silence—don't rush to fill every gap

•  If something seems "off," assume cultural difference, not rudeness

•  Ask about their communication preferences directly: "In your office, how do you usually..."

•  Share your own cultural quirks—vulnerability builds connection

. After the Conversation

•  Follow up in their preferred medium (some cultures favor email; others, messaging apps)

•  If you made a cultural misstep, acknowledge it gracefully

•  Remember personal details they shared for future reference

Ø=Ü¡ The Best Question

"How do things work in your office?" opens conversations about both professional and cultural norms 
without making assumptions.



Common Pitfalls
What to avoid in cross-cultural interactions

. Overgeneralizing

Not every German is direct. Not every Japanese person is reserved. Culture is a tendency, not a 
destiny. Treat your colleague as an individual first.

. Confusing Language Fluency with Cultural Fluency

Someone may speak perfect English but communicate according to their home culture's norms. Don't 
assume linguistic fluency means cultural assimilation.

. Imposing Your Style

If your direct communication style makes a colleague uncomfortable, that's not their problem to solve. 
Adapt. Cultural intelligence is a professional skill.

. Treating Culture as Exotic

Avoid: "Oh, you're from [country], so you must..." This reduces colleagues to representatives of their 
nationality rather than individuals.

. Ignoring Culture Entirely

"I don't see culture, I just see people" sounds progressive but denies real differences that affect 
communication. Awareness is respect.



Conclusion
Connection across difference

The goal of this guide isn't to make you a cultural expert—it's to make you a curious, adaptable 
conversationalist. In a global firm, your ability to connect across cultures isn't optional; it's a core 
competency.

Coffee & Law creates opportunities for these connections. What happens next is up to you.

Approach each cross-cultural conversation as a learning experience. Some will be awkward. Some 
will be surprisingly smooth. All of them will teach you something about the world—and about yourself.

Your Cross-Cultural Commitment

•  I will approach cultural differences with curiosity, not judgment

•  I will adapt my communication style to my audience

•  I will ask questions when I don't understand

•  I will share my own cultural perspective honestly

•  I will treat every colleague as an individual first

The world is getting smaller. Our firms are getting more global. Coffee & Law is a chance to practice 
the skills that make international collaboration possible—one conversation at a time.
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