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Evaluating Communication Styles Between UK and Japanese Teams: A Cross-Cultural Analysis of AstraZeneca plc and Daiichi Sankyo Co., Ltd.
1. Introduction
Globalisation has significantly increased collaboration between multinational organisations operating across different cultural environments. As businesses expand internationally, managers increasingly lead multicultural teams whose members possess diverse communication styles, values, and workplace expectations. While these differences can encourage innovation and creativity, they may also create misunderstandings, reduce productivity, and delay decision-making if they are not managed effectively (Hofstede, Hofstede and Minkov, 2010).
This essay evaluates the communication differences between employees from the United Kingdom and Japan by examining a collaboration between AstraZeneca plc, a leading UK-based multinational pharmaceutical company, and Daiichi Sankyo Co., Ltd., one of Japan's largest pharmaceutical organisations. The partnership focuses on developing innovative medicines through joint research, product development, and global commercialisation.
2. Background of the UK and Japanese Markets
The United Kingdom has one of the world's largest pharmaceutical industries and is recognised as a global centre for medical research, biotechnology, and healthcare innovation. Companies operating within the UK typically promote open communication, innovation, individual responsibility, and collaborative decision-making. Employees are generally encouraged to express opinions, challenge ideas, and participate actively during meetings (Morrison, 2020).
The growing demand for innovative medicines has encouraged increased collaboration between UK and Japanese pharmaceutical companies. Such partnerships combine British strengths in scientific innovation with Japanese expertise in manufacturing excellence, quality management, and long-term strategic planning. Despite these advantages, differences in communication styles frequently create challenges during international projects.
3. Company Overview
AstraZeneca plc is a British-Swedish multinational pharmaceutical and biotechnology company headquartered in Cambridge, United Kingdom. The organisation develops medicines across oncology, cardiovascular diseases, respiratory medicine, immunology, and rare diseases. AstraZeneca employs over 90,000 people worldwide and operates research centres across Europe, Asia, and North America (AstraZeneca, 2024).
Daiichi Sankyo Co., Ltd. is a global Japanese pharmaceutical company headquartered in Tokyo. The company specialises in oncology, cardiovascular medicine, and innovative drug discovery. Through international research collaborations, Daiichi Sankyo has become a leading organisation in developing advanced cancer treatments and improving global healthcare outcomes (Daiichi Sankyo, 2024).
The partnership between AstraZeneca and Daiichi Sankyo demonstrates how organisations from different cultural backgrounds can combine scientific expertise to accelerate medical innovation. However, successful collaboration requires more than technical knowledge; it also depends on understanding different communication practices, leadership styles, and organisational cultures.

4. Communication Styles in the UK and Japan
British workplace communication is generally characterised by openness, flexibility, and constructive discussion. Employees are encouraged to contribute ideas regardless of seniority, while managers often expect active participation during meetings. Feedback is usually delivered diplomatically but directly enough to promote continuous improvement (Lewis, 2018).
In contrast, Japanese communication places greater emphasis on maintaining interpersonal harmony and preserving respectful relationships. Employees may avoid openly disagreeing with colleagues or senior managers during meetings to prevent embarrassment or conflict. Silence often indicates thoughtful consideration rather than disagreement, while non-verbal communication carries significant meaning (Hall, 1976).
Understanding these communication differences is essential for leaders managing multicultural teams. Without cultural awareness, misunderstandings can reduce trust, collaboration, and project performance despite strong technical capabilities.
5. Hall's High-Context and Low-Context Communication Theory
Edward Hall (1976) developed the High-Context and Low-Context Communication Theory to explain how different cultures communicate and interpret information. According to Hall, high-context cultures rely heavily on implicit communication, shared experiences, non-verbal cues, and relationships, whereas low-context cultures depend on explicit verbal messages where information is communicated clearly and directly.
Japan is widely recognised as a high-context culture, while the United Kingdom is considered a moderately low-context culture (Hall, 1976). These contrasting communication styles significantly influence workplace interactions between AstraZeneca and Daiichi Sankyo employees.
Within AstraZeneca, British employees generally expect meetings to involve open discussions, direct questions, and clear decisions. Managers often encourage staff to express their opinions, challenge assumptions, and contribute innovative ideas. Constructive disagreement is viewed positively because it can improve decision-making and lead to better business outcomes. Information is normally communicated explicitly through emails, presentations, and documented action plans.
Conversely, employees at Daiichi Sankyo are more likely to communicate indirectly to preserve harmony within the group. Rather than openly disagreeing during meetings, employees may express concerns privately or communicate through subtle verbal and non-verbal signals. Maintaining respectful relationships is considered more important than immediate debate or confrontation. As a result, silence or indirect responses may indicate careful reflection rather than agreement.
These contrasting communication styles can create misunderstandings during joint pharmaceutical projects. For example, an AstraZeneca project manager may interpret a lack of questions during a virtual meeting as full agreement with the proposed strategy. However, Japanese colleagues may still require internal discussions before reaching a consensus. 
Similarly, British employees often provide direct performance feedback during project reviews. While this approach is intended to improve performance, Japanese employees may perceive public criticism as damaging to personal relationships and group harmony. Consequently, trust between the two teams may weaken if cultural expectations are not understood.
Hall's theory demonstrates that successful international collaboration requires leaders to recognise that communication involves more than spoken language. Effective managers should encourage clarification, verify understanding after meetings, and appreciate the importance of non-verbal communication, relationship building, and active listening. Adapting communication strategies can reduce misunderstandings and strengthen cooperation between culturally diverse teams.
Although Hall's framework is valuable for understanding communication differences, it has limitations. It simplifies national cultures into broad categories and does not fully recognise individual differences, organisational culture, or the impact of globalisation. Many multinational organisations, including AstraZeneca and Daiichi Sankyo, have developed international corporate cultures that may reduce some traditional cultural differences (Jackson, 2020). Nevertheless, Hall's theory remains highly relevant for explaining why communication problems frequently occur within multinational project teams.

6. Hofstede's Cultural Dimensions Theory
Hofstede's Cultural Dimensions Theory is one of the most influential frameworks for analysing cultural differences in international business (Hofstede, Hofstede and Minkov, 2010). The model identifies six dimensions that influence behaviour within organisations. Several of these dimensions are particularly relevant when comparing communication styles between the United Kingdom and Japan.
Individualism versus Collectivism
The United Kingdom scores highly on individualism, meaning employees are encouraged to demonstrate initiative, express personal opinions, and take responsibility for individual achievements. Decision-making often reflects personal accountability, and employees are comfortable presenting new ideas directly to managers.
Japan, although modern and innovative, demonstrates stronger collectivist characteristics within organisational settings. Employees generally prioritise group success over individual recognition and seek to maintain harmony among colleagues. Decisions are commonly reached through consultation and consensus rather than individual authority.
Within the AstraZeneca–Daiichi Sankyo partnership, these differences may influence project meetings. British employees may expect rapid decisions after discussing alternative solutions, whereas Japanese employees may require additional time to consult colleagues before committing to a final decision. Although this may initially appear inefficient to the UK team, the Japanese approach often results in stronger organisational commitment during implementation.
Power Distance
Power Distance describes how societies accept unequal distributions of authority. The United Kingdom generally demonstrates relatively low power distance, with managers encouraging open discussion regardless of organisational position. Employees often feel comfortable questioning senior leaders or suggesting alternative approaches.
Japanese organisations traditionally display greater respect for organisational hierarchy. Employees may hesitate to challenge senior managers publicly, particularly during formal meetings. This respect supports organisational stability but may limit open debate during international projects if British managers expect immediate feedback.
To overcome these differences, leaders should provide multiple communication channels, including private discussions and anonymous feedback opportunities, enabling all employees to contribute comfortably regardless of cultural expectations.
Uncertainty Avoidance
Japan has one of the highest uncertainty avoidance scores in Hofstede's model. Japanese organisations generally prefer careful planning, comprehensive risk assessment, and detailed procedures before implementing new initiatives. This approach reflects the pharmaceutical industry's strong emphasis on quality, safety, and regulatory compliance.
The United Kingdom demonstrates lower uncertainty avoidance and is generally more comfortable with calculated risk-taking and adapting plans during project implementation. British managers may view flexibility as an advantage, whereas Japanese colleagues may interpret changing plans as introducing unnecessary uncertainty.
For joint research and development projects, leaders must balance both approaches by combining British flexibility with Japanese attention to detail. Establishing clearly defined project milestones, documented communication processes, and structured decision-making frameworks can improve collaboration while respecting the expectations of both cultures.
Overall, Hofstede's Cultural Dimensions provide valuable insights into why communication challenges occur within multinational organisations. However, like Hall's theory, Hofstede's framework has limitations because it generalises national cultures and may not reflect the diversity of individuals within modern global organisations. Despite these limitations, it remains one of the most widely applied models in international business and cross-cultural management.
7. Trompenaars' Seven Dimensions of Culture
Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner (2012) developed the Seven Dimensions of Culture to explain how national cultures influence organisational behaviour and communication. The framework is particularly useful for multinational companies because it examines how employees from different cultural backgrounds build relationships, make decisions, and resolve workplace challenges.
One of the most significant dimensions affecting communication between AstraZeneca and Daiichi Sankyo is Universalism versus Particularism. British organisations generally adopt a universalist approach, where rules, procedures, and contracts are applied consistently regardless of personal relationships. Employees expect policies to be followed equally, promoting fairness and transparency.
In contrast, Japanese organisations often demonstrate stronger particularist characteristics by placing considerable value on trust, loyalty, and long-term relationships before business transactions. Building relationships is regarded as an essential foundation for successful collaboration. Consequently, Japanese managers may invest considerable time developing trust before making important business decisions.
Another important dimension is Achievement versus Ascription. In the United Kingdom, status is primarily earned through professional competence, qualifications, and individual performance. Employees are encouraged to demonstrate their knowledge and contribute ideas regardless of age or length of service.
Japanese organisations, however, traditionally place greater emphasis on seniority, organisational position, and experience. Respect for hierarchy influences communication, with employees often waiting for senior colleagues to express opinions before contributing their own ideas. While this promotes respect and organisational stability, it may reduce spontaneous discussion during international meetings.
The Specific versus Diffuse dimension also influences communication. British managers generally separate professional and personal relationships, focusing meetings on tasks, objectives, and measurable outcomes. Japanese business culture, however, often integrates professional relationships with personal trust developed through social interaction, shared experiences, and long-term cooperation. This explains why informal meetings and relationship-building activities play an important role in Japanese business culture.
Applying Trompenaars' theory demonstrates that communication differences extend beyond language and include expectations regarding relationships, authority, trust, and professional interaction. Leaders who understand these cultural preferences are better equipped to create inclusive working environments that encourage collaboration while respecting cultural diversity.
Although Trompenaars' framework provides valuable practical insights, it also has limitations. Like Hofstede and Hall, it generalises national cultures and cannot fully explain individual behaviour. Factors such as organisational culture, professional background, education, and international experience also influence communication. Nevertheless, the framework remains highly relevant for multinational organisations seeking to improve cross-cultural teamwork.

8. Recommendations for Effective Cross-Cultural Communication
To ensure successful collaboration between AstraZeneca and Daiichi Sankyo, several practical strategies should be implemented.
Firstly, both organisations should provide comprehensive cross-cultural training before international projects begin. Such programmes should introduce employees to cultural values, communication styles, leadership expectations, and business etiquette within both countries. Increased cultural awareness reduces misunderstanding and improves collaboration.
Secondly, project managers should establish clear communication protocols. Meeting agendas, action points, responsibilities, and deadlines should be documented and distributed to all participants after each meeting. Written summaries reduce ambiguity and ensure that all team members have a shared understanding of agreed decisions.
Thirdly, leaders should encourage inclusive communication by recognising different cultural preferences. British managers should allow additional time for Japanese colleagues to consult internally before final decisions are made. Likewise, Japanese employees should be encouraged to share opinions in environments where they feel comfortable, including smaller meetings or written feedback.
Technology also plays an important role in supporting communication across international teams. Shared digital platforms, video conferencing, collaborative project management software, and document-sharing systems improve transparency and facilitate continuous communication despite geographical distance.
Finally, relationship-building activities should be incorporated into international projects. Regular virtual meetings, exchange programmes, and team-building events help establish trust, improve mutual understanding, and strengthen long-term collaboration. Strong interpersonal relationships increase communication effectiveness and improve overall project performance.

9. Conclusion
Effective communication is essential for the success of international partnerships. The collaboration between AstraZeneca plc and Daiichi Sankyo Co., Ltd. demonstrates how cultural differences influence communication, leadership, teamwork, and organisational decision-making.
The analysis showed that British employees generally communicate more directly, encourage individual participation, and prefer relatively quick decision-making. In contrast, Japanese employees place greater emphasis on indirect communication, consensus-building, respect for hierarchy, and maintaining harmonious relationships. These differences may lead to misunderstandings if managers fail to recognise the cultural context in which communication occurs.
Hall's High-Context and Low-Context Communication Theory explains how communication styles differ between the United Kingdom and Japan, while Hofstede's Cultural Dimensions provide insight into differences relating to individualism, power distance, and uncertainty avoidance. 
Ultimately, successful collaboration between AstraZeneca and Daiichi Sankyo depends not only on scientific expertise but also on cultural intelligence, adaptive leadership, and effective communication strategies. Organisations that invest in cross-cultural competence are better positioned to achieve innovation, strengthen international partnerships, and maintain long-term competitive advantage in the global pharmaceutical industry.
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