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Introduction

Business interaction between American and Japanese managers is often productive but
simultaneously challenging, particularly when disagreements arise. Research shows
recurring misunderstanding related to directness, indirect cues, hierarchy and the
expected place for addressing conflict (Adachi, 2010; Jenkins, 2020). Cultural orientations
play a decisive role in shaping these expectations: The United States is generally a culture
where people communicate clearly and directly, value personal independence, and
place less importance on social rank. Japan, on the other hand, is a culture where
communication often depends on shared understanding, group needs come before the
individual, and social hierarchy is strongly respected.

(Hofstede, 2011; Georgiana, 2023). These contrasting cultural logics influence not only how
messages are formulated but also how they are interpreted, creating asymmetrical
expectations about what constitutes appropriate behavior during meetings. As a result,
even well-intentioned managerial interactions can give rise to unintended tension when
verbal and non-verbal cues are understood differently across the two cultures.

This essay evaluates conflict management in US-Japan meetings through the
frameworks of high/low context communication and power distance. The central
argument is that differences in these dimensions create predictable misinterpretations
regarding when and how disagreement should be expressed. American managers tend
to discuss problems openly during meetings, viewing transparency as essential to
efficient problem-solving, while Japanese managers frequently avoid direct confrontation
and prefer to handle concerns privately to maintain harmony and hierarchy (Oetzel et al.,
2001; Allan, 2015). These divergent approaches often result in conflicting assumptions:
what Americans perceive as constructive openness may be interpreted by Japanese
colleagues as inappropriate or face-threatening, whereas Japanese indirectness may
appear evasive or unclear from a U.S. perspective.

The following sections outline core theories on cultural dimensions, communication
context and face/facework, then analyze how these frameworks explain contrasting
meeting behaviors. In doing so, the essay highlights why certain patterns of
misunderstanding consistently emerge in intercultural business settings. Finally, it
identifies strategies that may support more effective conflict management across the two
cultures, emphasizing the importance of meta-communication, adaptive leadership and
culturally informed meeting structures.



Cultural dimensions and high/low context communication

Hofstede’s ideas about culture, especially authority and individual versus group focus is
still important for understanding how people from different cultures interact (Hofstede,
2011). In individualistic cultures with low power distance, such as the United States,
employees are more willing to disagree and question their managers. By contrast, in
collectivist cultures with higher power distance, such as Japan, social hierarchy and duty

are strongly valued, and open disagreement with superiors is usually avoided. (Jan,
Alshare and Lane, 2022).

High/low context communication closely relates to these dimensions. Low-context
cultures priorities explicit verbal clarity, while high-context cultures rely on subtle non-
verbal cues and shared understanding (Georgiana, 2023; Balsmeier and Heck, 2017). Joyce
(2012) confirms that direct communicators expect clear statements of problems, whereas
indirect communicators convey disagreement cautiously to preserve relationships.
Comparative work demonstrates that misinterpretations frequently emerge when these
contrasting approaches meet (LeBaron, 2003).

Studies focusing on Japanese American business communication show predictable
differences: U.S. participants rely heavily on explicit verbal messages, whereas Japanese
participants use silence, implication and relational cues (Adachi, 2010). Suzuki (2010)
observes similar patterns in written communication, where Japanese texts develop
arguments indirectly compared to the explicit thesis-driven style in the U.S.

Face, facework and conflict styles

Face defined as one’s claimed social self-image plays a critical role in intercultural
conflict. Oetzel et al. (2001) Cultural values influence how people care about their social
image. In individual-focused cultures, people mainly protect their own image, while in
group-focused cultures, people are more concerned about the image of others or the
shared image of the group. These orientations influence preferred conflict styles. U.S.
respondents often adopt dominating or integrating approaches involving explicit
disagreement, while Japanese respondents display more avoiding or obliging behaviors
(Oetzel et al., 2001).

Neuliep and Johnson (2016) demonstrate that cultural filters influence how verbal and non-
verbal behavior is interpreted during conflict. Dai and Chen (2022) further argue that
successful intercultural conflict management requires balancing face needs with task-
oriented goals.

Research on Japanese communication reinforces the centrality of face. Shigemasu and
Ikeda (2006) find that avoiding face-threatening acts contributes to higher relationship
satisfaction. Shen et al. (2024) highlight how Japanese communicative norms manage
obligations indirectly to preserve harmony.



Conflict and negotiation in US-Japan business settings

Tinsley (1998) identifies that American managers emphasize egalitarianism and individual
interests, preferring analytical problem-solving strategies. Japanese managers, in
contrast, place greater emphasis on hierarchy and group cohesion, often protecting
relationships even at the expense of direct task negotiation.

Adachi (2010) observes that U.S. negotiators expect explicit discussions, while Japanese
negotiators prefer indirect cues and pre-meeting consultation (nemawashi). Allan (2015)
notes that Japanese conflict handling is shaped by context, formality and the avoidance
of public disagreement.

Yi and Chen (2021) highlight structural differences: Japanese negotiations follow more
formal, ritualized processes, whereas U.S. negotiations are informal. Kobayashi (2019) and
Jenkins (2020) describe how misunderstandings arise from contrasting expectations
around turn-taking, relationship development and explicitness.

Case-based research, such as Ganapathy (2019), illustrates that U.S. managers may
mistake indirect Japanese responses for avoidance, while Japanese partners may
perceive American directness as blunt or disrespectful.

Analysis: Conflict management in US-Japan meetings

U.S. conflict management: direct, explicit and task-focused

American conflict management is strongly shaped by individualism, low power distance,
and a low-context communication style. Because of this, U.S. managers usually prefer
open, clear and direct discussions during meetings. They see meetings as a space where
problems should be addressed immediately, and where every participant is expected to
speak honestly about concerns (Hofstede, 2011; Joyce, 2012). For many Americans,
avoiding a problem or “softening” a message can seem unhelpful or even unprofessional.

Silence has a very specific meaning in the U.S. context. Jenkins (2020) notes that
Americans often assume silence means agreement. If someone disagrees, they are
expected to speak up. This reflects a cultural belief that each person is responsible for
sharing their own opinion clearly.

Participation is also more equal. Lytle and Willaby (2006) show that American managers
expect people at all levels of the organization not only senior staff to contribute ideas and



challenge suggestions. Questioning a manager or offering a different view is not
considered rude; instead, it signals involvement and interest in solving the problem.

Conflict itself is not viewed negatively. Americans often believe that bringing
disagreements into the open creates faster solutions and avoids future
misunderstandings. Directness is linked to efficiency and honesty. The main goal is
usually to complete the task, even if the discussion becomes tense.

However, these behaviors can create problems in intercultural settings. Japanese
partners, who value indirect expression and respect for hierarchy, may see American
openness as too strong, too fast, or too confrontational. What Americans think is “helpful
clarity” may feel stressful or face-threatening to Japanese colleagues.

Japanese conflict management: indirect, relational and face-sensitive

Japanese conflict management is shaped by collectivism, hierarchy and high-context
communication. Maintaining group harmony (wa) is a central priority, so people try to
avoid open conflict during meetings, especially in larger groups (Tinsley, 1998; Oetzel et al.,
2001).

Instead of saying “no” directly, Japanese managers often express disagreement indirectly
or speak privately after the meeting (Allan, 2015). They choose their words carefully to
avoid embarrassing others or causing loss of face. Protecting relationships is often more
important than solving the issue immediately.

Silence also has a different meaning. It usually does not show agreement. It may indicate
discomfort, hesitation, or the need to think quietly (Allan, 2015). Silence helps maintain
harmony by giving people time to reflect without forcing a direct answer.

Hierarchy also matters. Junior employees may avoid speaking in front of seniors, even
when they disagree. They might expect others to understand their concerns through
subtle cues or later informal conversations. Shen et al. (2024) note that Japanese
communication relies heavily on shared context and mutual sensitivity.

These norms often confuse American managers. U.S. directness can seem aggressive
to Japanese colleagues, while Japanese indirectness may appear vague or passive to
Americans (Ganapathy, 2019; LeBaron, 2003). As a result, both sides may misunderstand
each other’s intentions.



Strategies for more effective conflict management

1. Meta-communication about norms

Teams working across cultures should take time to openly discuss their communication
expectations before any serious work begins. This step is important because people often
assume that their own style is “normal” for everyone, when in reality different cultures
follow different rules. These rules include the meaning of silence, how disagreement
should be expressed, who should speak first, how much detail is expected, and whether
sensitive issues should be discussed privately or in the main meeting (Neuliep and
Johnson, 2016).

Talking about these expectations early helps team members understand each other’s
behavior instead of guessing. For example, Americans may think silence means
agreement, while Japanese colleagues may use silence to show hesitation or politeness.
If this is not clarified, the team can easily reach the wrong conclusion. Meta-
communication meaning communication about communication helps avoid these false
assumptions and builds shared understanding (Dai and Chen, 2022). It also reduces stress
because everyone knows the “rules of the game” before complex discussions begin. In
the long term, this makes meetings smoother, clearer and more respectful for both
cultures.

2. Hybrid meeting structures

A hybrid meeting structure combines useful elements from both Japanese and American
communication styles, helping teams work together more effectively. One important
Japanese practice is nemawashi, which means discussing ideas privately with key
people before the main meeting. This allows concerns to be raised quietly, without
pressure, and helps maintain group harmony. It also ensures that employees who prefer
indirect communication feel safe sharing their opinions.

On the American side, clear summaries and explicit action points at the end of the meeting
help everyone understand what was decided and who is responsible for each task
(Adachi, 2010; Allan, 2015). This reduces confusion and prevents tasks from being
misunderstood or forgotten.

By combining these two approaches, misunderstandings become less likely. Japanese-
style pre-meetings support relationship building and create a comfortable space for
concerns, while American-style summaries ensure transparency and clarity. Hybrid
structures also reduce cultural frustration: Japanese participants feel respected because
harmony is protected, while American participants feel satisfied because decisions are
clearly documented. Together, both sides benefit from a process that balances context,
clarity and respect.



3. Face-sensitive directness

Face-sensitive directness means communicating clearly but in a way that does not
embarrass or insult the other person. This approach is very helpful when managing
conflict in U.S.- Japan settings, because direct communication is common in the U.S.,
while protecting face is very important in Japan. Instead of giving blunt criticism,
managers can choose softer forms that still deliver the message. Examples include
asking a question (“Could we look at another option?”), suggesting possibilities (“Maybe
we could try a different method?”), or inviting the other person’s view (“What do you think
about adjusting this step?”).

These small changes make the conversation feel less threatening and help maintain
dignity for everyone involved (Dai and Chen, 2022). Ganapathy (2019) explains that when
direct feedback is delivered in a respectful way, it avoids unnecessary tension and leads
to better cooperation. This method also encourages more honest responses from
Japanese colleagues, who may feel uncomfortable with blunt feedback but will respond
more openly when the message is phrased gently.

Face-sensitive directness therefore bridges the gap between clarity and harmony. It
allows American managers to communicate efficiently while showing cultural awareness,
and it helps Japanese colleagues feel valued and respected. Over time, this leads to
stronger relationships and fewer misunderstandings.

4. Leadership and competence development

Leaders have a powerful influence on how intercultural teams handle conflict. When
leaders understand cultural differences and set the right tone, the whole team becomes
more comfortable and confident in communication. One effective approach is
intercultural competence training, which teaches employees how to recognize different
communication styles, interpret behaviors correctly, and avoid quick or inaccurate
judgments (Lundula, 2024).

Training can include case studies, role play activities, real examples from international
business, and reflection sessions. These help managers and employees learn how to
adjust their approach in different situations. For example, a leader might learn when to be
more direct, when to slow down, when to ask open questions, or when to give more
context. This flexibility makes communication smoother and reduces conflict in diverse
teams.

Usquiano et al. (2025) emphasize that intercultural competence is not a one time skill but
an ongoing process. Managers improve over time as they gain more experience working
with other cultures. When leaders model patience, curiosity and respect, their teams are
more likely to follow the same behaviors. Good leadership therefore creates a safe
environment where people feel comfortable expressing their views, even during
disagreements.



Conclusion

Conflict management in US Japan meetings reflect deeper cultural patterns shaped by
communication context, power distance and face concerns. U.S. norms encourage
openness, clear statements and direct problem-solving, while Japanese norms place
greater value on harmony, hierarchy and indirect expression (Hofstede, 2011; Tinsley, 1998;
Oetzel et al., 2001). Because these expectations differ so sharply, the same behavior such
as silence, hesitation or direct criticism can be understood in completely different ways.
Americans may see silence as agreement, while Japanese colleagues may use silence
to show caution or respect. Likewise, American directness may feel too strong or abrupt,
and Japanese indirectness may appear unclear or non-committal (Allan, 2015; Jenkins,
2020). These contrasting interpretations make misunderstandings not only possible but
predictable in cross-cultural meetings.

For this reason, effective intercultural management requires intentional effort from leaders
and teams. Strategies such as meta-communication, where teams openly discuss
communication expectations, help reduce false assumptions. Hybrid meeting processes
that combine Japanese-style private consultation with American-style clear summaries
support both relationship needs and task clarity. Face sensitive directness allows
managers to communicate clearly while still protecting dignity and avoiding unnecessary
tension. Finally, leadership training and intercultural competence development help
managers understand cultural signals, adapt their style and guide their teams more
effectively (Dai and Chen, 2022; Usquiano et al., 2025).

Overall, successful conflict management in US Japan meetings depends on recognizing
cultural differences not as obstacles but as resources. When clarity and harmony are
balanced, and when both sides adapt with awareness and respect, cultural differences
can be transformed into complementary strengths that improve collaboration and
decision-making in international business contexts.
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