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[bookmark: _Toc1690987824]Introduction
Organisations now operate in global markets on an unprecedented scale which demands that managers engaged in international business have strong cross-cultural communication skills. Negotiation processes depend on commercial factors and on how messages are exchanged and interpreted between parties. Differences in cultural assumptions between two negotiators can create misunderstandings about intended meanings during their communication exchanges. Their objectives remain aligned, but their methods of interpreting behaviour differ from each other according to Deresky (2017).

Organisations from the UK and US often engage in negotiations with their Chinese and Japanese equivalents during the formation of supply chain alliances, mergers, purchasing contracts and licensing agreements, as well as joint ventures (Hurn and Tomalin, 2013). The way business partners from different cultures interact uncovers fundamental disparities between their communication approaches, including directness and decision-making expectations, alongside relationship importance.

This essay analyses how Western and East Asian managers display different negotiation communication styles because of their distinct cultural backgrounds. The main question is: What impact do cultural norms have on the way international negotiations are conducted, and what steps can managers take to minimise misunderstandings? The analysis focuses on interactions between UK/US and Chinese/Japanese business personnel because these distinct cultural groups exhibit different ways of handling hierarchy, face-saving practices, decision-making processes and message interpretation. The essay starts with a review of relevant theoretical approaches to intercultural communication in negotiation, particularly Hofstede’s cultural dimensions theory, high and low-context communication, Business English as a Lingua Franca (BELF) and communication competence. The second section discusses these concepts in relation to actual cases of negotiation with examples of communication breakdowns. The third section includes practical recommendations for managers followed by final reflections as to why cultural awareness should be an integral part of negotiation strategy.

[bookmark: _Toc963539552]Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc685770711]Negotiation as an Intercultural Process
Negotiation refers to the 'communication process aimed at reaching agreements which are minimally acceptable to all stakeholders' as described by Carte and Fox (2008). International negotiation processes gain complexity from meanings that emerge through both the linguistic message and cultural factors including behavioural norms and value systems.,
[bookmark: _Toc487412048]Cultural Dimensions and Interpretation of Meaning
The theory of cultural dimensions by Hofstede is one of the most popular cross-national behavioural references. The latest analysis of this model shows that primary cultural distinctions among different countries fall into these categories:
· power distance,
· individualism-collectivism,
· uncertainty avoidance, and
· Long-versus short-term orientation .
These cultural dimensions are also reflected in the behaviour of negotiators from different countries. For instance, countries such as the UK and the US have a low power distance, and the negotiation process may not be affected by the differences in status between the negotiators. The participants in the process may express their doubts in front of people who are more senior. Subordinates in Chinese and Japanese business environments demonstrate greater attentiveness towards their superiors because they accept higher power distance (Samovar, Porter and McDaniel 2013).
Negotiators from Western cultures may be more direct and make a decision as soon as possible. Negotiators from East Asian cultures are less likely to point the responsibility for the decision to a specific person. The decision is usually reached in the course of several consultations. The negotiators in Western cultures may be more direct and state clearly their preferences. In some East Asian cultures, the parties are more indirect and attempt to avoid a conflict (Hurn and Tomalin, 2013).
Negotiators asking directly about price decisions can be viewed as honest behavior by Western standards, but as showing disrespect within Chinese and Japanese negotiation practices.
[bookmark: _Toc1191824088]High-Context and Low-Context Communication
The high-context/low-context model of communication created by Hall identifies cultural variations in meaning encoding. In low-context cultures, which are considered to be, for example, the UK, Germany and the US, the speaker needs to make their intentions clear and specific in their messages, leaving ‘little work to the receiver to decipher an unstated, implicit message’ (Samovar et al., 2013). In high-context cultures, the members of which are commonly identified with East Asian countries, meanings are implied through the clues such as tone of voice, silence, eye contact, gestures, and the personal knowledge of the participants in the interaction.

The elements that form part of negotiation practices are influenced by both low-context and high-context patterns.
· decision-making pace,
· negotiation tone,
· concession patterns,
· acceptance signals,
· closing procedures.


For example, 
In Chinese or Japanese business dealings direct refusals often come in the form of ambiguous statements like “we will consider this.” In Western cultures, such statements may be understood as an indirect but positive response.
[bookmark: _Toc1414596765]BELF – Business English as Lingua Franca
English may serve as a common language for international negotiation, but its ability to communicate clearly is usually overstated. The BELF approach defines business communication in international settings as global English, which stands as a simplified hybrid language designed primarily for transactional clarity (Louhiala-Salminen, Charles and Kankaanranta, 2005).

Communication challenges will persist when:
· native speakers employ idioms (“touch base”, “ballpark figures”),
· speech is rapid and turns are not shared,
· non-native speakers remain silent to avoid mistakes,
· hierarchical dynamics reduce questioning.
BELF underscores that “shared language” does not guarantee “shared meaning”.
[bookmark: _Toc32340057]Communication Competence
Communication competence means adapting the message content and delivery method to suit the specific needs of an audience. Gimenez (2008) states that communication competence consists of skills such as language adjustment for the listener's linguistic level, paraphrasing content, summarising agreements reached and managing symbolic expressions, including apologies and gratitude and recognising seniority.
In the context of cross-cultural negotiation, communication competence can make the other party feel that their side is being heard and respected and reduce the ambiguity of the messages.


[bookmark: _Toc764278054]Main Analysis
[bookmark: _Toc193799938]Different Expectations of Negotiation Pace
Western negotiators (US, UK) are more likely to value clarity, quantified targets and speed in scheduling (Deresky, 2017). The nature of negotiations reflects goal-oriented processes where speed is synonymous with both efficiency and professionalism.
Statements such as:
· “No, that figure is not acceptable”, or
· “We need a decision today” is not considered hostile but streamlined forms of clarity.

Chinese and Japanese negotiators frequently approach negotiation through a multi-stage framework that focuses on building personal relationships.

In China, the longer-term concept of guanxi (social relations) relies on a gradual development of trust, through personal contact, reciprocity, obligation and respect (Chan, 2011). Formal negotiation often comes after a period of informal conversation and entertainment. Business contracts are not very meaningful unless social relationships exist.

In Japan, even within the group there is usually a process of internal discussion and negotiation before formal confirmation is made. Nemawashi requires secret consultations with internal stakeholders to secure agreement before public announcements (Matusitz and Leanza, 2009). To a Western negotiator, this looks very slow; to a Japanese negotiator, this is the opposite of rash.

[bookmark: _Toc1803408041]Examples of Miscommunication 
Walmart’s Supplier Negotiation in China

Walmart immediately took steps to renegotiate supplier prices with forceful and frequent actions upon entering the Chinese market. The Chinese negotiators perceived the behaviour as disrespectful and pushy because it neglected relationship building. Negotiation took a long time as:

Business representatives from China demonstrated multiple occasions where they treated face-saving negotiations as the standard room-for-face discussion.
· suppliers expected repeated room-for-face,
· relational goodwill was not yet established,
· internal government-linked bodies needed time to approve changes.
Studies demonstrate that Walmart later adjusted its approach, arranging long-term partnerships rather than recurrent renegotiations (Yuan, 2021). This adaptation supports the idea that relationship-based negotiation cannot be bypassed.
Japanese European Automotive Licensing Negotiations
The interaction between European companies and Japanese manufacturers during negotiations shows clear differences in communication styles. Japanese negotiators tend to avoid using direct refusals in conversations. Japanese negotiation teams use pauses and extended time periods, along with reflective requests, as cues during discussions, according to Hurn and Tomalin (2013). European teams are likely to assume this to be a temporary or conditional acceptance.
Western teams face potential contractual conflict when they expect delivery based on what they perceive as a contractual agreement.
[bookmark: _Toc1244627598]Silence, Indirect Refusal and Politeness Strategies
Silence can also have different communicative values depending on the culture. According to Carte and Fox (2008), silence operates as a professional means of communication in Asian cultures. Silence is used to indicate deep reflection and also to show respect. The British negotiator is more likely to be uncomfortable with silence, viewing it as a sign of disengagement or refusal.
Indirect forms of refusal lead to communication breakdowns. In Japan or China, the following phrases:
· “That may be difficult”,
· “We will review this”,
· “Perhaps at a later stage” is well understood as an outright rejection. Western teams understand such expressions as indications that an item remains open for negotiation.
[bookmark: _Toc410147098]Language-Based Misunderstanding
BELF problems are most evident when native English speakers use informal, idiomatic language in negotiation situations. While they may assume everyone understands the intent, phrases like:
· “let’s circle back”,
· “Push back on this point”,
· “Ballpark estimate”, or
· “Give me a heads-up” 
These expressions lack direct translations in Mandarin Korean or Japanese, which causes confusion among speakers.

Gimenez (2008) also notes that non-native English speakers are much less likely to ask senior negotiators to clarify their statements as this might reflect on their own competence–especially in higher power distance cultures.

East Asian negotiators sometimes use simpler English or general words to reduce their grammatical error risk. Western parties might incorrectly interpret Japanese indirect refusals as a lack of commitment rather than understand them as polite behavior.
[bookmark: _Toc1931277835]Technology as a Mediator of Communication Differences
ICT tools have played an increasing role in offering clarity where verbal communications can fail. Negotiators can use shared documents and version-controlled files along with written meeting summaries to document decisions, which will help advance discussions effectively (Koh and Maguire, 2009). It also ensures that:
· slower-paced negotiators can reflect
· non-native speakers can review wording
· senior leaders can validate specific clauses
· agreement is fixed rather than assumed
Digital platforms help remove many communication errors that stem from tone interpretation, idiom understanding, and politeness gestures according to Saha (2018).

[bookmark: _Toc1611085220]Managerial Strategies for Effective Cross-Cultural Negotiation
[bookmark: _Toc1743402754]Adaptability in Communication Style
Managers achieve better results by purposefully modifying their communication approaches to match the other party’s expectations (Deresky, 2017). For example, 
· avoiding rapid speech when negotiating with non-native speakers
· reframing direct disagreement into softer structured responses
· paraphrasing shared decisions
· confirming clarity explicitly
[bookmark: _Toc714462512]Prioritisation of Relationship-Formation
East Asian societies rely on formal dinners, ritual greetings and symbolic gift exchanges, all of which demand extensive personal interaction to establish trust. Even though Western negotiators might consider these practices as time wasting, Western negotiators view them as inefficient, but research indicates that these activities establish the fundamental framework for negotiation (Chan, 2011). 
[bookmark: _Toc1270525803]Structured Meeting Follow-Up
Western managers improve clarity by:
· providing written summaries,
· specifying responsibility allocations,
· confirming timelines post-meeting,
· translating key documents into simplified English.
In Asia business settings follow-up writing makes business people feel confident about a stable environment instead of worrying about potential penalties. This can help to avoid later misunderstandings.
[bookmark: _Toc644148154]Cultural Training for Senior Staff
Training should focus on:
· recognising indirect refusal patterns,
· interpreting silence,
· appreciating consensus-building timelines,
· managing seniority dynamics,
· moderating idiomatic speech.
Big global companies are now frequently implementing culture-specific negotiation training as part of their management development programs. Research by Dignen and McMaster (2013) demonstrates that cultural literacy leads to better performance outcomes.
[bookmark: _Toc1372742192]Blending Face-Saving and Efficiency Pressures
Negotiators who maintain essential relationship-building elements with Asian partners can still meet Western targets for time efficiency and effectiveness. They can achieve this by using a two-tier meeting structure where:
· informal relationship meetings to build trust
· operational clarification sessions documented in writing. This reduces cultural threats while protecting clarity.








[bookmark: _Toc1223650704]Conclusion
The effectiveness of international negotiation outcomes depends on culturally regulated communication practices. Western negotiators from both the UK and the US prioritise straightforward dialogue along with visible disagreement while making fast decisions. Chinese and Japanese negotiators prioritise trust development and harmony maintenance while showing respect for authority, which leads them toward slow consensus-building.

Negotiators experience confusion if they do not recognise that indirect expressions should not be taken literally, or silence does not automatically indicate consent or indecision. Language-based miscommunication can also occur during negotiation. The use of English as a common language between negotiators does not ensure they interpret ideas in the same way. The BELF literature has shown that linguistic fluency is linked with one's cultural assumptions and status in a hierarchy, which in turn influences how and when one will seek clarification for miscommunications.

Case studies of Walmart in China and automotive industry negotiations provide real-world examples that when cultural norms of communication are not acknowledged or misinterpreted, the result is impeded consensus, lost trust and delayed contract execution.

Managers who understand and consider cultural factors in their negotiation strategies are more likely to come to agreements that are clear, mutually understood, and less likely to falter over communication errors. This is why cultural fluency is not a soft skill, but an important part of the hard skill set for any manager or leader involved in cross-border negotiation. We can work to increase our competence in intercultural communication as managers and leaders. Culture is a lens of intention, expectation, and interpretation in all stages of negotiation and collaboration.
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