2

International Business Communications 
LCBB6001




Student name: Simona Silvia Guita
Id number: 2235981
Lecturer: Afzal Sayed Munna

















	
Contents
1.Introduction	3
2. Background of the Companies and Market Context	3
3. Theoretical Framework: Intercultural Communication Theories	5
3.1 Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions	5
3.2 Hall’s High- and Low-Context Communication	6
4. Communication Style Differences Between the UK and Japan: A Cultural Analysis	7
5. Potential Misunderstandings in the Monzo–SMBC Partnership	9
6. Strategies to Overcome Communication Barriers	9
7. Conclusion	10










1. [bookmark: _Toc193999019]Introduction
This essay explores the intercultural communication challenges that may arise in a business partnership between a UK-based digital bank and a major Japanese financial institution. As organisations increasingly expand across borders, cultural differences can influence how teams communicate, collaborate, and make decisions. These differences, if not acknowledged and managed effectively, may result in misunderstandings, reduced efficiency, or project delays. Therefore, when professionals from distinct cultural backgrounds work together, particularly in high-stakes business environments, it becomes essential to understand how national culture shapes communication practices.
The essay focuses on analysing cultural variations in communication style by applying two widely recognised theories of intercultural communication: Hofstede’s cultural dimensions and Hall’s high- and low-context model. These frameworks help explain how values such as individualism, power distance, and communication context influence workplace interactions. Understanding these theoretical models is vital for identifying potential challenges that can arise when international teams collaborate on complex projects.
In addition to theoretical discussion, the essay also proposes practical strategies to address communication barriers that may emerge in cross-cultural business partnerships. These strategies aim to improve mutual understanding, foster collaboration, and support long-term project success. Ultimately, the ability to navigate cultural communication differences is a key competence in international business and essential for ensuring smooth cooperation between diverse teams. By critically assessing these issues, this essay contributes to a broader understanding of how communication in multicultural settings can be improved through thoughtful and proactive approaches.
[bookmark: _Toc193999020]2. Background of the Companies and Market Context
Monzo Bank Ltd is a UK-based financial technology company that has gained recognition for its app-driven, customer-centred banking experience. While it has built a strong domestic presence in the UK, Monzo has not yet expanded into the Japanese financial market. On the other hand, Sumitomo Mitsui Banking Corporation (SMBC) stands as one of Japan’s most established and influential banking institutions, with an expanding interest in digital transformation to address emerging consumer expectations (Barquin, Buntoro, Vinayak, and Pricillia, 2021). Japan offers a promising market for digital banking due to several factors, including high smartphone usage, widespread internet access, and demographic shifts such as an aging population increasingly adopting online services (Inoue, and Ishikawa, 2023).
A strategic partnership between Monzo and SMBC would present clear advantages for both organisations. Monzo could utilise SMBC’s regulatory insight and national infrastructure to navigate the Japanese financial environment, while SMBC could enhance its digital competitiveness by incorporating Monzo’s agile product development and user-friendly design. Such collaboration would likely involve integrated teams focusing on innovation, user interface design, and customer engagement strategies. However, the differences in national business cultures, particularly in communication styles and decision-making processes, could pose barriers to smooth cooperation. If not effectively managed, these differences may lead to project delays, misalignment in goals, and reduced morale across teams. Therefore, recognising and addressing intercultural communication challenges is essential to the long-term success of this partnership and the effective delivery of digitally advanced financial solutions to the Japanese market (Saha, 2018). 
[bookmark: _Toc193999021]3. Theoretical Framework: Intercultural Communication Theories
[bookmark: _Toc193999022]3.1 Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions
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(Gert Hofstede, 2025)
Geert Hofstede’s cultural dimensions theory remains one of the most widely used frameworks in cross-cultural management. Originally developed through extensive research at IBM in the 1970s and later refined, Hofstede identified six key dimensions that capture fundamental differences in national cultures: Power Distance, Individualism vs Collectivism, Masculinity vs Femininity, Uncertainty Avoidance, Long-Term Orientation, and Indulgence vs Restraint (Hofstede, 2001). These dimensions continue to inform how researchers and practitioners interpret communication patterns, leadership styles, and workplace behaviour in international contexts.
When comparing the United Kingdom and Japan using Hofstede’s model, notable differences emerge that are particularly relevant to business communication. The UK scores high on individualism, indicating that British culture tends to prioritise personal initiative, self-expression, and individual achievement. This often translates into a direct and assertive communication style, where employees are encouraged to voice opinions regardless of hierarchy. Conversely, Japan scores lower on individualism and higher on power distance, which suggests a greater emphasis on hierarchy, group consensus, and deference to seniority (Takai et al., 2016). In Japanese workplaces, it is often expected that junior staff avoid openly challenging superiors, and decisions are typically made through collective agreement.
Another significant difference lies in the dimension of uncertainty avoidance. Japan scores very high on this scale, reflecting a cultural preference for stability, predictability, and detailed planning. Japanese teams often seek clarity through formal procedures and risk mitigation (Barquin et al., 2021). In contrast, the UK has a relatively lower uncertainty avoidance score, indicating a more flexible and pragmatic approach to ambiguity. British teams may be more comfortable adapting plans as projects evolve, which can lead to friction if their Japanese counterparts expect detailed roadmaps from the outset.
Despite some criticisms of Hofstede’s framework—such as its reliance on data collected decades ago and its tendency to generalise national cultures—it continues to provide valuable insight when interpreted contextually (Beugelsdijk, Kostova and Roth, 2017). For the Monzo–SMBC partnership, Hofstede’s dimensions highlight the need to consider hierarchical expectations, feedback styles, and planning preferences when forming multicultural teams.
[bookmark: _Toc193999023]3.2 Hall’s High- and Low-Context Communication
In addition to Hofstede’s dimensions, Edward T. Hall’s theory of high- and low-context communication offers a useful lens for understanding how culture shapes the way information is conveyed and interpreted. In high-context cultures, such as Japan, communication is often indirect and heavily reliant on contextual elements, such as tone, body language, and shared background knowledge (Hall, 1976). What is not said can be just as important as what is spoken. In contrast, low-context cultures like the UK place greater value on explicit, verbal communication, where meaning is conveyed clearly and directly.
These contrasting styles can lead to misunderstandings in cross-cultural teams. For example, in a UK–Japan partnership, British staff may expect open discussion and direct feedback in meetings, whereas Japanese colleagues may prefer to express disagreement more subtly or avoid confrontation altogether (Language Insight, 2021). In Japanese culture, silence can indicate disagreement, reflection, or politeness, while in the UK it might be interpreted as confusion or disengagement.
Modern studies support Hall’s original observations. Cardon (2008) highlights that high-context communication is still prevalent in cultures that value relationship-building and non-verbal nuance. This has implications for virtual collaboration as well. In digital communication, non-verbal cues are often lost, increasing the risk of misinterpretation. Therefore, understanding context-driven communication becomes crucial when teams rely on tools like email or video conferencing.
Ultimately, recognising these communication differences allows international partners to develop strategies that reduce misunderstandings. For the Monzo–SMBC partnership, awareness of Hall’s model can guide decisions on meeting formats, feedback processes, and communication platforms, ensuring smoother collaboration between culturally diverse teams.
[bookmark: _Toc193999024]4. Communication Style Differences Between the UK and Japan: A Cultural Analysis
Business communication is deeply shaped by national cultural values, influencing how professionals deliver feedback, participate in meetings, and choose communication channels. In the case of the United Kingdom and Japan, distinct cultural expectations around hierarchy, openness, and interpersonal sensitivity create both opportunities and challenges for collaboration in international teams.
British business communication is often defined by openness, individual accountability, and task orientation. Professionals are encouraged to share their opinions, challenge ideas constructively, and provide clear, direct feedback regardless of hierarchy (Warburton, n.d.).  This reflects the UK’s high individualism and low power distance in Hofstede’s cultural framework, which supports egalitarian relationships and informal interactions in the workplace (Gert Hofstede, 2025). Managers in the UK often facilitate dialogue and expect team members to contribute ideas openly. Disagreement is not only tolerated but frequently encouraged as a sign of engagement and independent thinking (Lewis, 2018).
In contrast, Japanese business culture is strongly influenced by collectivism, respect for hierarchy, and the preservation of harmony. Japanese professionals may avoid expressing disagreement directly, particularly in group settings or when speaking to a superior. Instead, silence or vague statements are often used to signal disapproval or hesitation (Lewis, 2018). Feedback is typically delivered in an indirect and nuanced manner to avoid embarrassment or loss of face, which is a key consideration in Japanese social interactions (Takai, 2003).
One of the most significant differences lies in how meetings are conducted. In British organisations, meetings tend to be fast-paced and solution-oriented. Objectives are clearly outlined, and decisions are often made through direct discussion. However, in Japanese organisations, meetings are frequently more formal and hierarchical. Rather than making decisions in the meeting, Japanese professionals often engage in nemawashi—informal, behind-the-scenes consensus building—before the formal discussion takes place (Inoue and Ishikawa, 2023). As a result, Japanese meetings may seem non-committal or slow-moving to British participants, when in fact key decisions may have already been informally agreed upon.
Feedback culture also diverges significantly. In the UK, feedback is often immediate and explicit. British professionals are generally comfortable receiving constructive criticism, especially when framed positively. Conversely, Japanese professionals may delay feedback until they have consulted others or reached a group consensus. Direct feedback can be perceived as rude or confrontational, especially if delivered without consideration for seniority or group dynamics (Cardon, 2008).
Communication channels further reflect cultural preferences. UK professionals commonly use email, video calls, and instant messaging platforms to maintain transparency and efficiency. They expect prompt responses and action-oriented communication. Japanese teams, however, prefer in-person conversations for important discussions and may rely more on internal hierarchies for communication flow (Lewis, 2018). Even written messages in Japanese companies often use formal and indirect language, designed to show respect and reduce the risk of offence.
These contrasting styles can lead to misinterpretation. For instance, a British employee may misread a Japanese colleague’s silence as agreement, while it may signal disagreement or discomfort. Similarly, a Japanese team member may perceive British directness as overly blunt or insensitive (Language Insight, 2021). Without cultural awareness, such differences can reduce trust and hinder effective collaboration.
To bridge these gaps, cross-cultural training and communication protocols should be implemented in multinational teams. Managers should foster environments where diverse communication preferences are respected and understood. By combining the UK’s emphasis on openness with Japan’s focus on harmony, international teams can leverage both styles to enhance collaboration.
[bookmark: _Toc193999025]5. Potential Misunderstandings in the Monzo–SMBC Partnership
Cultural communication differences between Monzo and SMBC could lead to a variety of misunderstandings during collaborative efforts. One of the most significant areas of tension involves feedback and disagreement. British employees at Monzo, accustomed to direct and clear communication, may interpret the more reserved or ambiguous responses from their Japanese counterparts as indecisive or lacking engagement. Conversely, Japanese professionals may perceive the UK team’s blunt or critical tone as impolite or confrontational, which could damage rapport and hinder open dialogue (Imai and Gelfand, 2010).
Decision-making is another potential source of misalignment. UK teams often favour fast, analytical decision-making based on available data and are comfortable taking calculated risks. Japanese teams, by contrast, typically engage in nemawashi, a process of informal, behind-the-scenes consensus building before a formal decision is presented (Inoue and Ishikawa, 2023). This more deliberate approach may be seen by Monzo staff as unnecessarily slow or lacking transparency, creating frustration on both sides.
Hierarchical expectations may also present challenges. Monzo operates with a flat organisational structure where junior staff are encouraged to contribute ideas and challenge assumptions. In contrast, SMBC employees may defer to senior figures, leading to quieter participation among junior members and potential imbalances in team input and innovation (Warburton, n.d.).
Lastly, differences in preferred communication tools and formats may affect efficiency. While Monzo may use instant digital tools like Slack or Asana to manage workflows, expecting rapid updates, SMBC may favour formal reports or structured meetings. This mismatch could result in delays or duplication of work if not addressed early. As Meyer (2014) argues, ignoring cultural communication patterns in international teams increases the risk of miscommunication, reduced productivity, and loss of trust.
[bookmark: _Toc193999026]6. Strategies to Overcome Communication Barriers
To ensure effective collaboration between Monzo and SMBC, it is essential to adopt culturally sensitive communication strategies. These approaches aim to bridge the gap between differing business cultures and foster mutual understanding within a diverse team environment.
Firstly, cross-cultural training should be implemented to educate employees on cultural values, norms, and communication preferences. According to Guo (2025), such training enhances intercultural sensitivity and reduces the likelihood of misinterpretations by improving employees’ awareness of unconscious bias and ethnocentric assumptions. This foundation enables professionals from both organisations to approach interactions with greater empathy and open-mindedness.
Secondly, appointing bilingual cultural liaisons can significantly support smooth communication. These individuals serve as intermediaries who can decode subtle cues, translate implicit messages, and help align expectations between both sides. Stahl et al. (2010) argue that culturally competent facilitators can prevent minor misunderstandings from escalating into significant conflicts, particularly in high-context environments like Japan.
A unified communication framework should also be established. This may include setting clear agendas for meetings, agreeing on preferred communication tools, and building flexibility into decision-making processes to accommodate both rapid feedback (common in UK settings) and more deliberate consensus-building practices typical in Japan (Inoue and Ishikawa, 2023).
Multimodal communication methods, such as combining spoken, written, and visual content, are equally important. Tools like dashboards, timelines, and infographics can help bridge linguistic gaps and clarify abstract ideas, especially for team members communicating in a second language (Meyer, 2021).
Encouraging relationship-building activities, such as informal check-ins or team retreats, can also play a pivotal role in fostering trust. Informal interactions help build rapport and psychological safety, especially in collectivist cultures where strong interpersonal relationships often underpin business collaboration (Stahl et al., 2010).
Finally, implementing a calibrated feedback system that allows for both direct and indirect communication styles is vital. This might include anonymous surveys, structured feedback sessions, or 360-degree evaluations to ensure inclusive participation and diverse perspectives.
Together, these strategies provide a framework for inclusive communication and long-term success within the Monzo–SMBC partnership.
[bookmark: _Toc193999027]7. Conclusion
In today’s globalised business landscape, effective cross-cultural communication is fundamental to the success of international partnerships. This essay has critically examined the communication challenges that may arise in a potential collaboration between Monzo Bank Ltd and Sumitomo Mitsui Banking Corporation (SMBC), two institutions shaped by vastly different cultural norms. Drawing on Hofstede’s cultural dimensions and Hall’s context communication theory, the analysis has revealed deep contrasts in communication preferences, feedback styles, decision-making approaches, and hierarchy between UK and Japanese business cultures.
While Monzo’s British context promotes openness, low power distance, and direct communication, SMBC’s Japanese setting values hierarchy, subtlety, and group consensus. These cultural differences, if unmanaged, can lead to misunderstandings, project delays, reduced morale, and a breakdown in trust. The discussion highlighted specific areas of friction, such as the interpretation of silence, communication mediums, and feedback expectations, which can hinder collaboration if left unaddressed.
To mitigate these issues, the essay proposed practical strategies including cross-cultural training, appointment of cultural liaisons, multimodal communication tools, and relationship-building initiatives. These approaches aim to foster mutual respect, increase cultural awareness, and support inclusive collaboration. Implementing a unified communication framework that accommodates both cultural styles will be essential for long-term success.
In conclusion, intercultural competence is not only a valuable skill but a strategic necessity in global business. For the Monzo–SMBC partnership to thrive, cultural differences must be seen not as obstacles, but as opportunities to develop more resilient, adaptive, and innovative teams capable of navigating the complexities of international collaboration.
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