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meeting. It is most considerate to run as late as necessary to finish a meeting’s 
business at that time, rather than ask people to make a separate trip.

Planning

Africans usually formulate a plan at the time when they need it—that is, 
when a specific need arises; then they figure out what to do next.

There is a sense that the future is, in a way, not real. It doesn’t exist yet. 
As an abstract and unknowable space, the future is not something to spend 
a lot of energy thinking or worrying about. Far-in-advance planning, then, 
is not particularly important or relevant.

For example, if an African friend is traveling to your town and needs a 
place to spend the night, he will probably call you within twenty-four hours 
of the time when he is hoping you can host him. Or he may not contact you 
at all and simply show up at your house. This “immediate planning” is not 
felt to be inconsiderate; it’s just how things are done.

Juma: We make plans on the spot .
Wesley: We prefer to plan far in advance .

The African approach to planning can be a particular challenge for 
Western short-term visitors. Since we come from a culture that values 
planning in advance, we often spend hours and hours, writing up detailed 
trip itineraries months in advance, to meticulously fit the pieces together 
because our time will be short and we want the schedule to come out just 
right. Then we call our African hosts to confirm specific dates and times, 
and, being polite, they agree to the itinerary.

I would suggest that we understand this agreement to be more of a “why 
not?” than an official and definitive “yes.”  Even when Africans graciously 
bend to meet our need for advance scheduling, we should be aware that we 
are not guaranteed that everything will go precisely as we planned. The 
modus operandi for Africans is generally on-the-spot planning.

A North American woman, connected to the organization where I work 
asked me to help her arrange a workshop with the African group I work 
with. Her materials looked great, and I agreed to liaise between her and 
the local ladies. The first item on her agenda was to arrange a date for the 
workshop. The earliest she was available was eighteen months after our 
initial meeting.
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“I’m not sure we can make concrete plans this far in advance,” I said.
“But I have to fit it into my schedule,” she insisted, “and I don’t have a slot 

before then. Can you just ask the ladies if it will suit, and see what they say?”
“We can ask them,” I said, “and they will say it suits. But the reason it 

‘suits’ is because no one is thinking about what will be happening a year-
and-a-half from now. If you want a solid commitment from them, we should 
wait until closer to the date.”

Let’s notice some components of the American’s approach in this story “Get 
it on the schedule”: After initiating a visit to Africa, she assumed that the 
planning would happen on her timetable. To some degree this is legitimate, 
in that the seminar can’t happen without her; but when confronted with a 
discontinuity between her scheduling needs and her hosts’ scheduling needs, 
she assumed that the African group would need to accommodate her.

It is so easy to assume that others need to capitulate to our way, which 
is, after all, normal. But as Storti (2001:88) says, although “it may not seem 
fair, the onus of learning how to behave in the local culture falls squarely on 
the guest, not the host.” It’s worthwhile to double check our expectations: 
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to what extent are we subconsciously expecting our hosts to capitulate to 
our concept of organization?

Juma: We are comfortable with ambiguous plans .
Wesley: We prefer precise plans .

Africans seem to feel most comfortable with plans that are pleasantly 
spacious. You will notice that African friends tend to make statements like, 
“I’ll come over tomorrow,” which is time-ambiguous, rather than “I’ll come 
by 10:15,” which is time-specific.

There is a sense that ambiguous plans are safer because there is room to 
encounter an obstacle, deal with it, retool, and still meet others’ expectations. 
(Meeting expectations is very important.) On the other hand, precise plans 
set us up to fail. There is no way to accurately anticipate a day’s obstacles. A 
schedule that is too tight, too defined, will probably end in disappointment.

This can be a trouble spot in Western-African partnerships because we 
want plans to be defined and clear up front (and may insist on it). If forced 
to comply with our preference for precision, Africans can certainly come 
up with a concrete plan, but that doesn’t mean they actually buy into it.

We might protest that ambiguous expectations are easily exploited. That 
can be true; and particularly in a new situation or relationship, people can 
take advantage of unclear boundaries. (African people are not unaware of 
this and place the onus upon the owner to safeguard his resources.) However, 
although ambiguity can be exploited, ambiguity is not a problem in itself.

Suleiman’s land battle

The following story illustrates the African preference for ambiguity, even in 
the context of a legal battle:

A Ugandan friend, Suleiman, was involved in a court battle over a piece 
of land for many years. At the beginning, the original owner agreed to sell 
the land to Suleiman for the equivalent of $2,500, which is about the amount 
Suleiman earned each year at his job. Over the next five years, he made a 
small monthly payment to the owner, eventually totaling about $1,000.

As time dragged on, the owner became impatient. He had hoped to get 
all the money up front, and to make matters worse, the property values in 
the area had increased significantly, and someone else was offering to buy 
it at a higher price.


