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Article

Too Late? What Do You 
Mean? Cultural Norms 
Regarding Lateness 
for Meetings and 
Appointments

Wendelien van Eerde1 and Sana Azar2

Abstract
In this study, we extend the research on lateness for meetings and 
appointments by taking a cultural norms perspective among South African 
(n = 76), Dutch (n = 86), and Pakistani (n = 83) respondents. Based upon 
the distinction between clock time and event time cultures, we examined 
time norms related to lateness. Pakistani respondents (from an event time 
culture) differed from the other two groups (from clock time cultures) in 
how they defined lateness to business meetings. Also, they found larger time 
intervals of lateness acceptable for appointments than the other two groups 
Based upon considerations related to power distance, we additionally 
tested whether not only clock or event time but also status would matter to 
lateness norms. In contrast to the South African and Pakistani respondents, 
Dutch respondents did not allow longer waiting times for people with higher 
status. We discuss our results in light of theoretical and practical implications 
and provide suggestions for future research.
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Did you ever wait for people to show up at an appointment, and gave up hope 
that they would arrive, left, and found out that the others actually showed up, 
but far past the time of the appointment? A Dutch woman experienced this in 
Argentina. Or, were you ever caught off guard when you said “We should 
meet again some time!” and the person pulled a pocket diary from her bag to 
write down the appointment? A Peruvian man once told one of us that this 
happened to him when he started living in the Netherlands. The meeting 
times for appointments and what lateness means appear to differ in different 
parts in the world. Lateness indicates a point in time after a designated time 
for an appointment or event, and is the opposite of punctuality (Levine, West, 
& Reis, 1980). When is lateness reasonable, acceptable, and excusable? At 
what point does lateness become unacceptable and are norms violated?

The answer to these questions may not be the same everywhere in the world. 
Sociocultural differences have been shown to relate to lateness to appointments 
and meetings (White, Valk, & Dialmy, 2011). Experiences abroad with regard 
to appointments can be bewildering (Brislin & Kim, 2003; Hall, 1960), because 
the implicit rules, or norms, may not be apparent to outsiders. Lateness is con-
sidered inappropriate in many situations, but less so in others. The rules regard-
ing lateness may be implicit and fuzzy, and may comprise social norms, and 
more specifically, cultural norms (Gelfand & Jackson, 2016).

In this study, we aim to contribute to the research on cultural temporal 
norms by studying lateness to business meetings and appointments. Time is a 
major structuring factor within the world of work and business, regulated by 
scheduling of milestones and deadlines. Lateness is important in terms of out-
comes such as productivity, optimal scheduling, and synchronization in proj-
ects (cf. Zwikael, Shimizu, & Globerson, 2005), and abiding by different 
norms may affect relations and cooperation (Brislin & Kim, 2003). Lateness 
in meetings has been shown to affect problem-solving negatively (Lehmann-
Willenbrock & Allen, 2017). Research on cultural differences in lateness is 
scarce. In answering Fulmer, Crosby, and Gelfand’s (2014) call for theoretical 
and empirical integration of the divergent temporal dimensions used in cross-
cultural research on time so far, we compare lateness in event-based and 
clock-time cultures (Brislin & Kim, 2003). Second, we combine this approach 
with one of the determinants of lateness: the status of the target person to be 
met in an appointment. We test whether cultural differences in power distance 
affect the acceptability of lateness in meeting high status persons.

Theoretical Background

Lateness may be seen as the opposite of punctuality, where being punctual 
implies that no time norm is violated, and lateness implies that the time norm 
is violated (Levine, 2008). Lateness may be considered a violation of an 
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expectancy (Blount & Janicik, 2001), and it is one of those seemingly minor 
behaviors, similar to body language or speech rhythms, that vary systemati-
cally between cultures and that may potentially lead to distrust in cooperation 
(Li, Xin, Tsui, & Hambrick, 1999). Lateness is a nonverbal behavior informa-
tive of time norms, similar to how the speed of walking or communicating is 
informative about the pace at which life is lived (Levine & Norenzayan, 
1999). Many nonverbal behaviors reveal meaning about how time is per-
ceived, interpreted, and used by a person or in a culture (Hall, 1959; Levine, 
2008; McGrath & Tschan, 2004). Different interpretations of time and late-
ness may result in different objective time intervals deemed acceptable in 
particular situations. Individuals vary widely in what they personally find 
acceptable, irrespective of their (sub)culture (White et al., 2011). As such, 
these interpretations may be seen as implicit fuzzy rules that govern social 
behavior, or norms (Levine, 2005). Temporal norms play an important role in 
international work teams (Arman & Adair, 2012) and in how negotiations are 
conducted (Alon & Brett, 2007; Metcalf et al., 2006; Salmon et al., 2016).

Factors associated with lateness to work in general may be broadly cate-
gorized as personality and individual difference factors, attitudes, and con-
text (Dishon-Berkovits & Koslowsky, 2002; Koslowsky, 2000; Koslowsky, 
Sagie, Krausz, & Singer, 1997). Norms regarding time between cultures were 
examined by White et  al. (2011). They investigated so-called “On-Time 
Windows,” intervals around a specific point in time. Individuals with larger 
On-Time Windows scores have wider, more flexible intervals for what counts 
as “on time.” These windows tend to be asymmetrical, with a longer time 
frame before the time point than after it, where arriving early implies less 
normative consequences than arriving late. White et al. (2011) concluded that 
On-Time Windows were largely unrelated to personality, temporal orienta-
tion, social class, and other personal characteristics, but highly related to the 
level of development of different cultural groups. Larger intervals of lateness 
were found to be acceptable in less developed societies, as identified by the 
United Nations’ Human Development Index (White et  al., 2011). Levine 
(2005) also pointed out that norms regarding achievement and busyness as a 
virtue may be more prominent in some cultures than in others. One way to 
distinguish how lateness is perceived in different cultures is to focus on 
whether time in a culture is seen as clock time or event time (Brislin & Kim, 
2003; Fulmer et al., 2014).

Clock Time

A culture may be characterized by having clock time or event time. In clock 
time cultures, activities are scheduled and determined by the clock (“It is 6 
o’clock, it is time to eat”). These cultures have also been referred to as 
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monochronic cultures (Hall, 1959), in which one activity is scheduled after 
another. The Western world, broadly speaking, is characterized by clock. 
Time is a resource, something that is fixed, as if it were material: “we earn it, 
spend it, save it, waste it” (Hall, 1959, p. 7). Anglo-Saxon cultures, Protestant 
countries, and individualistic cultures emphasize that time should be used 
wisely, whereas this may not be emphasized in other cultures (Jones, 1988). 
The accuracy of clocks was indicative of a faster pace of life (Levine & 
Norenzayan, 1999). Business and achievement are likely to be more impor-
tant than social considerations in a clock time culture (Levine, 2005). Pace of 
life was related to climate, an economic index based on the level of income, 
and to collectivism (Levine & Norenzayan, 1999). One illustrative example 
regarding lateness specifically comes from Germany, where “arriving too 
late” appears as number 6 in the list of top 10 of topics people dream about 
most frequently (Mathes, Schredl, & Göritz, 2014).

Event Time

In contrast, event time cultures depend on how social events shape the begin-
ning, duration, and ending of activities (“Now that we met in the street, let’s 
eat”). This type of culture may be seen as polychronic, in which people use 
time less purposefully than monochronic, with frequent switching between 
activities, and combining social and work activities. In particular, social obli-
gations and maintaining relations without offending anyone weigh heavily 
(Adams & Van Eerde, 2010) and coming across as friendly, rather than pro-
fessional and efficient, is important (Sanchez-Burks & Lee, 2007). Although 
the clock is used, a more elastic idea of time use is present than in clock time 
cultures. White et al. (2011) showed that present-fatalistic scores were cor-
related with the width of On-Time windows. The present-fatalistic time per-
spective, and more specifically the concept of Insha’Allah in Islamic 
countries, indicates that individuals do not necessarily consider themselves in 
control of events or actions. When people are asked if something will happen, 
they may answer Insha’Allah (if Allah wills), which means that fate will 
decide. It can mean yes or no, or anything in between, such as probably, pos-
sibly, hopefully, or perhaps.

Lateness to Meetings

Lateness to meetings in the United States and Europe was found to be 
highly consequential to individuals, groups, and organizations, as it affects 
both satisfaction with, stress associated with, and effectiveness of the 
meetings (Allen, Lehmann-Willenbrock, & Landowski, 2014; Allen, 
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Lehmann-Willenbrock, & Rogelberg, 2018; Lehmann-Willenbrock & 
Allen, 2017). Expectations and norms about business meetings in general 
differ across cultures. A review of the literature (Köhler & Gölz, 2015) 
showed, for example, that meetings in the United Kingdom take much 
longer than in other nations. Van Eerde and Buengeler (2015) concluded 
the same and showed that both meeting duration and punctuality may dif-
fer between cultural clusters. Late starts and late endings also appeared 
more frequently in meetings conducted in Turkey in comparison to other 
countries (Van Eerde & Buengeler, 2015). In the Gulf States, a flexible 
approach to time in meetings is used (Kemp & Williams, 2013). Given the 
importance of lateness to meetings in Western settings, but the limited 
knowledge about non-Western settings, there is a need to find out more 
about lateness to meetings in different cultures. Clock and event time cul-
tures are likely to play a role in defining lateness to meetings. Languages 
and their cultural embedding are important in shaping time perceptions 
(Usunier & Valette-Florence, 2007). For example, e-mail communication 
may be analyzed to extract cultural clues. Holtbrügge, Weldon, and Rogers 
(2013) found marked differences in preferences in e-mail communication 
of professionals, where persons in monochronic (clock time) cultures pre-
fer more prompt, precise, task-related, but also less formal and less rela-
tionship-oriented e-mail messages than those characterized as belonging 
to a polychronic (event time) culture. We expect similar differences to 
emerge when employees are asked to define what they mean by lateness to 
meetings in their own words. Thus, we posit the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1a: In a clock time culture, people describe lateness to meet-
ings more frequently in terms of specific time intervals that need to be 
adhered to than in an event time culture.
Hypothesis 1b: In an event time culture, people describe lateness to meet-
ings more frequently with reference to other people or an event than in a 
clock time culture.

In addition, when asked for specific times of when lateness to appoint-
ments with a single person in a work-related context is still acceptable, we 
expect, similar to what White et al. (2011) concluded about the sociocultural 
nature of punctuality, that the intervals will be more generous in an event 
time culture than in a clock time culture.

Hypothesis 2: In an event time culture, larger time frames of lateness to a 
work appointment are acceptable than in a clock time culture.
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Status and Lateness

Waiting for those in higher status to arrive may be more acceptable in some 
cultures than in others. Levine (2008) expressed it as Rule 4 of his book on 
the geography of time: “Status dictates who waits.” However, status differ-
ences may be less important in certain cultures, as Hofstede’s (2001) research 
showed regarding the power distance dimension of culture. Power distance 
is defined as the extent to which people expect and accept that power is dis-
tributed unequally; national power distance refers to how societies cope with 
human inequality and status differences. Power distance and the human 
development index were highly inversely correlated in previous research 
(Taras, Steel, & Kirkman, 2012). It may expected that the more egalitarian 
(characterized by lower power distance) a society is, the less it should matter 
what a person’s status is; the norms should apply to everyone in the same 
way. Halpern and Isaacs (1980) measured waiting time as a function of sta-
tus. They asked students and professors how long they would wait for a 
professor or a student who was late for an appointment. All said they would 
wait longer for a professor than for a student. White et al. (2011) who aimed 
to replicate this finding 30 years later, did not find this difference, perhaps 
because they used the word “teacher” rather than professor. However, White 
et al. (2011) still found a status effect for other roles (government worker 
meeting government official): the higher the status of the person to meet, the 
more acceptable it was that this person was late for an appointment. Larger 
power distance is likely to be a feature of event time culture (cf. Taras et al., 
2012). We thus pose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 3: The difference in lateness norm in waiting for a high status 
versus a low status person is lower in a clock time culture than in an event 
time culture.

The Current Study

The current study has two main goals. First, to test whether there were differ-
ences in definitions of respondents in clock versus event cultures about lateness 
to work meetings. Second, to test whether respondents from clock versus event 
cultures differ in the acceptability of lateness to work-related appointments 
when individuals have different social status. We compared three cultural 
groups: Pakistani respondents as representative of event time–based culture, 
partly based on its Islamic background, and South African and Dutch respon-
dents as representative of a clock time cultures. We furthermore make this 
group distinction on the basis of the Human Development Index (HDI), as an 
economic index (cf. Levine & Norenzayan, 1999) that also encompasses other 
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societal development such as education and health care. Wiseman (2006) fol-
lowed up Levine and Norenzayan’s (1999) study and measured walking speed 
in 31 countries. We correlated these data with HDI in 2006 and found they were 
inversely correlated (r = –.57) and as such provided some information on the 
use of time within countries with different development levels. More recent 
information on the three groups in our study showed that the HDIs in 2018 
(http://hdr.undp.org/en/countries/) were Pakistan 0.562, South Africa 0.699, 
and the Netherlands 0.931. Although the South African index does not appear 
to be representative of a developed (clock time) culture, we still consider the 
respondents as such because almost all belong to the group of descendants of 
English and Dutch who describe themselves as “White” in South Africa. It is 
representative of the Anglo-Saxon cultural cluster, as previous research showed 
(Gupta, Hanges, & Dorfman, 2002). In addition, within the distinction between 
clock and event time, we considered power distance for the events related to 
status. Even within clock time culture, there may be differences regarding sta-
tus, but we expect these to be smaller than in event time cultures. As for the 
three groups in the study, the Dutch respondents are representative of a low 
power distance culture, as the Netherlands ranked as one of the lowest of 21 
nations on power distance (Atwater, Wang, Smither, & Fleenor, 2009). Pakistani 
respondents were seen as representing a high power distance culture (55 in 
Basabe & Ros, 2005 vs. Netherlands 38). The South African respondents would 
rank in between, being representative of clock time culture but still relatively 
high on power distance (49 in Basabe & Ros, 2005).

Method

Sample and Procedure

We set out to study two time-related phenomena in three cultural groups using 
a questionnaire. The sample consisted of 78 South African (85% were self-
described as “White,” 15% Other), which would indicate they are closer to 
Anglo-Saxon cultures; 83 Pakistani; and 86 Dutch respondents, obtained 
through a combination of self-selection sampling and snowball sampling. The 
questionnaire, requesting participation in a study on “International 
Management and Time Perception,” was distributed via e-mail and social 
media (Facebook and Twitter). The South African and Dutch respondents 
were recruited by a student in his Master’s thesis project. The respondents in 
Pakistan were recruited through a researcher at a university. Both researchers 
used their personal networks to involve respondents. Male and female respon-
dents were more or less equally represented. The average age of the sample 
was 31 (SD = 12) years. The respondents were managers (35.2%), or aca-
demically trained professionals (or equivalent) non-managers (30%). The 

http://hdr.undp.org/en/countries/
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other respondents had vocationally trained jobs (17.8%) or were unskilled/
semi-skilled, or had no job, including full-time students (17%). The number of 
years in education was 13.65 on average (SD = 4.37). As such, the respon-
dents within the three groups were highly educated and young employees.

Measures

Lateness to meetings.  Respondents replied in an open-ended format to the 
question “Think about a time you considered yourself or someone else to be 
late to a meeting. Now, describe why in your mind you classified it as late-
ness” (Rogelberg et al., 2014).

Endorsement of meeting lateness definitions.  Eight scenarios were presented to 
the respondents (Rogelberg et al., 2014, p. 328). They systematically varied 
according to three factors, one temporal factor (on time or late) and two 
social-contextual factors (group started or not / members had / had not 
arrived) (see Supplemental Appendix 1). Scenarios 5 and 6 mentioned that 
the group had already started on the agenda items. After reading each sce-
nario, participants answered the following yes/no question: “Is this lateness 
to a meeting?”

Lateness for appointments.  This measure consists of four scenarios (Halpern 
& Isaacs, 1980; Levine et al., 1980), also used by White et al. (2011). The 
scenarios contain a short description of people meeting others in different 
roles. The respondents were asked to indicate the time at which a person 
arriving would be inappropriately late (see Supplemental Appendix 2). 
Respondents were asked what they found inappropriately late in these cir-
cumstances, in minutes. The difference in minutes from the meeting time was 
taken as the lateness measure.

Control variables.  The South African respondents were on average about 7 
years older than the other two groups. We included age, education, and gen-
der as demographic variables in the overall comparisons between the groups 
because these played a role in previous research on lateness.

Results

Lateness to Meetings

In order to test Hypotheses 1a and 1b, we analyzed the data in three steps. We 
analyzed the open answers provided in reaction to the statement “Think about 
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a time you considered yourself or someone else to be late to a meeting. Now, 
describe why in your mind you classified it as lateness” in two ways. First, 
we did a simple count of the words appearing in the answers, and we included 
all words that were used more than four times, using an online word cloud 
application (www.woordwolk.nl). “Time,” “minutes,” and “person” were 
mentioned more or less equally in all three groups. This first step in the analy-
sis did not provide direct support for Hypotheses 1a and 1b. However, upon 
further inspection, we noted that the most frequently used word in the Dutch 
sample was not “time,” as in the other samples, but “agreed” (afgesproken). 
In addition, the word “agreement” (afspraak) also appeared as one of the 
other frequently mentioned words in the Dutch sample. “Agreed” was also 
found in the set of most frequently used words of the South African respon-
dents. However, the Pakistani respondents did not use the word “agreed” at 
all, but here “traffic” appeared in the list. In Supplemental Appendix 3, the 
three visualizations and the frequency of the words are provided.

In the second step, we thematically coded the answers. We followed 
Rogelberg et al. (2014)’s thematic coding scheme (see Table 1). There was 
substantial inter-rater agreement on the seven categories of the two authors 
on the English answers (Cohen’s kappa = .68). We took this as sufficient 
support to use the first rater’s coding of the answers in Dutch. Table 1 shows 
the proportions of the categories across the groups. These were significantly 
different, χ2 (12,247) = 31.25, p < .001. Specifically, three themes differed 
significantly. In line with Hypothesis 1b, whether the meeting started (event) 
“Time—already started” was mentioned by the Pakistani respondents more 
frequently—although they were not significantly different from the Dutch 
respondents, only from the South African. Also, the category “Time—spe-
cific amount” differed between the groups; the Pakistani group referred less 
to a specific number of minutes in their answers than the other two groups, in 
line with Hypothesis 1a. A third difference between the groups emerged that 
had not been hypothesized: the South African respondents referred to missed 
content more often than the other two groups. A comparison with Rogelberg 
et al. (2014)’s study among American respondents revealed that respondents 
in the current study referred to keeping others waiting more frequently (over 
14%) than in the previous study (6%). Apart from these three differences, the 
overall analysis shows many similarities between the cultural groups.

The third step in testing Hypotheses 1a and 1b consisted of comparing the 
endorsement of eight scenarios as examples of meeting lateness (See 
Supplemental Appendix 1) with yes or no. The groups differed on two of the 
eight descriptions provided (see Table 2), reinforcing the idea that only small 
differences exist between the groups. Regarding the scenario “When you 
arrived at the scheduled start time for the meeting, the group had already 

www.woordwolk.nl
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started working on the agenda items. One or more of your other group mem-
bers had not arrived when you got there,” Pakistani respondents qualified it 
as late more often than the other two groups (55% vs. Dutch 22% and South 
Africans 29%, χ2 [2,247] = 22.33, p < .001). Pakistani respondents also 

Table 1.  Lateness Definitions Content Coding Compared Between Groups.

Code

Nationality

CategorySouth African Dutch Pakistani

Time—already 
started

15.4%a 23.3%a,b 32.5%b When a person arrives 
after the meeting 
has started, (s)he is 
considered late

Time—objective 6.4% 9.3% 18.1% When a person arrives 
after the announced 
start time, (s)he is 
considered late

Time—specific 
amount

39.7%a 39.5%a 20.5%b When a person arrives 
a specific number 
of minutes past the 
announced start time, 
(s)he is considered late

Kept others 
waiting

19.2% 14.0% 21.7% When others had to 
wait for the person 
to arrive, (s)he is 
considered late

Missed content 14.1%a 3.5%b 4.8%a,b When a person arrives 
after a meeting has 
started and misses 
relevant content, (s)he 
is considered late

Disrupted flow 2.6% 8.1% 1.2% When a person’s arrival 
changes the pace of 
progress or order of 
discussion, (s)he is 
considered late

Readiness 2.6% 2.3% 1.2% When a person is not 
ready to go when 
others are, (s)he is 
considered late

Note. Each row in bold denotes a category in which proportions differed significantly between 
the groups according to the χ2 test at the p < .05 level. Subscripts indicate significant 
differences between subsets.
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endorsed “When you arrived at the scheduled start time for the meeting, peo-
ple were chit-chatting with one another. One or more of your other group 
members had not arrived when you showed up.” more frequently (19.3% vs. 
Dutch 3% and South Africans 9%, χ2 [2,247] = 11.47, p < .003). These two 
responses showed that the Pakistani respondents paid more attention to the 
fact that some members had not arrived. The Dutch respondents, however, 
found this unimportant, whereas the responses of the South African respon-
dents were similar to both other groups. The findings of this analysis are not 
in line with Hypotheses 1a and 1b, because all groups paid attention to start-
ing on time, but reacted differently in relation to the arrival of other members. 
Pakistani respondents on members who had not arrived yet when they were 
not the last to arrive. Comparing these numbers to the previous research by 
Rogelberg et al. (2014) shows that Americans were also more inclined than 
the Dutch or South African to say that lateness depended on the other mem-
bers being late when they themselves were not the last one to arrive (39% and 
18% for Scenarios 2 and 4, respectively).

Lateness to Appointments

Hypothesis 2 stated that larger time frames of lateness would be acceptable in 
an event time culture than in a clock time culture. We analyzed the acceptability 

Table 2.  Percentage Endorsement of Lateness Descriptions.

Meeting 
started . . . Group . . . You . . .

% Yes

South 
African Dutch Pakistani

Americans 
(Rogelberg 
et al., 2014)

1. On time . . . started Last member to arrive 44 48 54 43
2. On time . . . started Some members 

hadn’t arrived
29a 22a 55b 39

3. On time . . . chit-chat Last member to arrive 6 10 15 24
4. On time . . . chit-chat Some members 

hadn’t arrived
9a,b 3a 19b 18

5. 5 min late . . . started Last member to arrive 98 97 97 92
6. 5 min late . . . started Some members hadn’t 

arrived
96 97 95 93

7. 5 min late . . . chit-chat Last member to arrive 84 83 72 80
8. 5 min late . . . chit-chat Some members hadn’t 

arrived
78 74 70 77

Note. Each row in bold denotes a category in which proportions differed significantly between the groups 
according to the χ2 test at the p < .05 level. Subscripts indicate significant differences between subsets.
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of lateness for each scenario in which the respondent is asked to imagine meet-
ing a particular person (see Supplemental Appendix 2). The multiple analysis 
of variance (4 ×3) showed an effect of nationality on total average lateness, 
F(2,230) = 18.10, p < .001, with the control variables having nonsignificant 
effects except gender, F(2,230) = 3.94, p < .05, indicating that women pro-
vided larger intervals than men. In line with Hypothesis 2, Pakistani were more 
accepting of lateness overall (m = 19.04) than South African (m = 10.83) and 
Dutch (m = 9.32) respondents. South African and Dutch respondents did not 
differ. Table 3 shows the averages for each scenario.

To test Hypothesis 3, we compared the time intervals within the national 
groups for the different statuses of the roles in the scenarios. Similar to White 
et  al. (2011), we conducted paired t-tests to establish whether respondents 
make a distinction between the roles in the scenarios, and transformed these to 
effect sizes d for comparison. None of the groups made a distinction between 
a student meeting a teacher and a teacher meeting a student. However, there 
were differences between the worker meeting the government official versus 
the official meeting the government worker, as may be seen in Table 3, where 
there was a difference in the number of minutes between Scenarios 3 and 4 for 
the South African and Pakistani respondents. The Dutch respondents did not 
make a distinction between the different roles in the scenarios (d = .02), in 
contrast to the South African (d = .14) and Pakistani respondents (d = .25). 
This finding was only partially in line with Hypothesis 3 because South 
African respondents made the status distinction even though they may be con-
sidered to adhere to clock time.

Table 3.  Differences in Lateness Acceptability in Minutes Between Groups.

South African Dutch Pakistani

F  M SD M SD M SD

Student arrives late to meet 
teacher

9.49a 5.68 9.45a 7.59 14.73b 11.29 9.491***

Teacher arrives late to 
meet student

9.97a 12.57 8.63a 7.19 15.61b 11.89 11.869***

Government worker arrives 
late to meet official

11.17a 9.31 9.66a 8.14 19.43b 19.44 15.642***

Government official arrives 
late to meet worker

12.67a 11.74 9.55a 6.77 26.39b 29.76 17.919***

Note. Time intervals in minutes. Each row in bold denotes a category in which column proportions differed 
significantly between the groups according to the χ2 test at the p < .05 level. Subscripts indicate significant 
differences between subsets.
***p < .001.
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Discussion

Summary of Findings

Our study on clock time and event time in relation to lateness showed some 
differences between the cultural groups. When respondents were asked how 
they defined lateness to meetings, they used different words: whereas all 
groups referred to time, only the Dutch and South African respondents used 
the word “agreement.” A further content analysis of the answers revealed 
some differences, notably between whether the actual start of the meeting 
was taken as a reference point (more event focused) was more often men-
tioned by the Pakistani and Dutch respondents, but a specific number of min-
utes mentioned more often by Dutch and South African respondents (clock 
time). The endorsement of definitions on lateness provides some difference 
on how people in event-based cultures may consider themselves late, not on 
the basis of the starting time of the meeting, and their own arrival, but based 
upon whether all members had arrived. This would imply that there may be 
two foci of comparison in addition to the clock time: to those who started, as 
the Dutch and South African respondents did, versus those who had not 
arrived yet as the Pakistani did. Thus, overall, our hypotheses on the influ-
ence of clock time and event time in definitions of lateness to meetings are 
only partially supported; subtle differences but also similarities appeared 
between the groups.

In line with Hypothesis 2, we found that Pakistani provided larger time 
intervals for acceptable lateness than the Dutch and South African respon-
dents, on average two to three times longer. With regard to our third hypoth-
esis on the role of status, none of the groups, similar to what White et al. 
(2011) found, made a distinction between a student meeting a teacher and a 
teacher meeting a student. However, for the government official meeting a 
government worker versus a government work meeting a government offi-
cial, the Dutch respondents did not make this distinction, whereas the other 
two groups did. This finding fits with the egalitarian values of the Dutch. 
However, South African respondents (and Estonian respondents in White 
et al., 2011) are considered as representative of clock time cultures, but nev-
ertheless made the distinction. However, in comparison to Pakistani (and 
Moroccan in White et al., (2011) respondents from event time cultures made 
an even larger distinction. Thus, for the specific case of lateness in which 
waiting for higher status persons is involved, event time culture is a likely 
explanation, but even within clock time cultures, power distance may explain 
why there are different time norms.
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Theoretical Implications

Our study contributes to a more refined idea of lateness in a cross-cultural 
perspective. Whereas previous studies have mentioned clock time and event 
time culture (Brislin & Kim, 2003), not many empirical studies have been 
published on it, nor was lateness explicitly linked to it. Our finding regarding 
the use of the word “agreement” may be seen as an extension of a Protestant 
Work Ethic’s idea of “a deal is a deal,” a universalistic value (cf. Trompenaars 
& Hampden-Turner, 1997, pp. 29-48): promising something means an obli-
gation. On the contrary, in so-called particularistic cultures, the nature of rela-
tionships may be more important than a deal. Thus, the answers may imply 
that the dimensions universalism–particularism are important to the distinc-
tion between clock time and event time cultures. Furthermore, the differences 
between the cultural groups are not as straightforward as only a general toler-
ance for longer time intervals in being late. The Pakistani respondents were 
not necessarily more accepting of lateness in all situations. For example, they 
were stricter about their own lateness to meetings when others had not arrived 
yet. This provides another clue perhaps on what particularism means in this 
setting. In addition, the differences in status in waiting times provided addi-
tional information to how clock time and event time are further shaped by 
power distance.

Practical Implications

If people have control over the behavior and are rewarded for the desired 
behavior, lateness can be managed (Clark, Peters, & Tomlinson, 2005). 
However, this may be more difficult in countries with lower development 
because of the basic conditions needed for punctuality. People may be more 
accepting that lateness may occur due to factors outside a person’s control, 
reflecting the fatalistic attitudes about time. An agreement or promise may 
not mean the same thing if it is unclear if an individual cannot be personally 
responsible. The awareness of these differences between societies may help 
in intercultural cooperation.

Limitations and Future Research

The present study refined some of our knowledge in a relatively under-
researched area, but it also has some limitations. The sample was relatively 
small, with limited statistical power. We assumed that our sampled groups 
were somehow representative of these cultural differences in the respective 
countries, but they were not randomly drawn in each country. We do not 
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claim in any way that the samples were representative of the whole country 
from which the respondents were recruited. The nature of the recruitment 
was such that a relatively young and highly educated group of employees 
was included. As such, the sample may represent such groups within the 
society at best. Furthermore, although the level of development of a society 
may be a good indicator, clock time and event time cultures were not 
assessed directly. Future research should focus on validating measures to 
indicate what defines such cultures in more detail. In particular, future stud-
ies should focus on a more refined assessment of the control versus fatalistic 
attitude people may have, not only on time but also of the context, particu-
larly in relation to the institutions within a society. Future research may 
focus on one of the explanations that has received less research attention 
with regard to lateness, the institutional context that affects the sociocultural 
norms (Tang & Koveos, 2008; Van den Scott, 2014). If individuals cannot 
depend on the context being conducive to arriving on time, for example, 
because traffic is chaotic (see some of the replies in the sample of Pakistani 
respondents), individuals are not in control over the outcomes of the behav-
ior. In other words, control as a predictor of lateness has been neglected, 
although it is an important one, proposed in the theory of planned behavior 
(Madden, Ellen, & Ajzen, 1992). Reliable institutions may help to establish 
routines. “Entropy,” or irregularity of intervals in sending out Twitter mes-
sages, was negatively related to pace of life (Garcia-Gavilanes, Quercia, & 
Jaimes, 2013). Without the support of institutions that may help people to be 
punctual, norms may be plied to accommodate lateness to business meetings 
and appointments. Another suggestion for future research on lateness and 
information exchange in work settings is the theoretical framework of 
Guenter, van Emmerik, and Schreurs (2014). They suggest taking an inter-
actional perspective: employees appraise and experience lateness depending 
upon the institutional context, organizational climate, coworkers, their sta-
tus, and their behavior.

In conclusion, our research showed that lateness norms differed within 
three cultural groups, but not entirely as anticipated. Clock time cultures may 
be inclined to consider lateness more as a violation of an agreement than 
event time cultures do. Typical for event time culture, Pakistani respondents 
defined lateness to meetings less as an agreement, more tied to the group 
rather than the scheduled time, and did not tie to a specific number of min-
utes, and provided more leeway for lateness. The status of the person waiting 
in an appointment was important to both clock time and event time respon-
dents, except for the Dutch respondents who may have been extremely egali-
tarian in this regard.
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