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Introduction
The purpose of this reflective essay is to understand how UK businesses can operate smoothly in the international markets of China. Communication is a crucial element to achieve the desired outcomes from a Business, and there is no substitute for effective Business communication. The study conducted by Manocha (2023) highlights how effective communication can contribute to and have a significant impact on business growth and profitability. In this reflective essay, I will also share my personal experiences from a recent trip to China, where I was exposed to the real business environment present in China.  At that visit, I was actively taking part in our family business in China. I will share how Guanxi, Relationship-Based Business, works in China, with the help of a small set of personal insights, along with strong academic evidence. The business environment in China was a cross-cultural context for me.
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What happened? (Gibbs, 1988)
Guanxi is not a concept to be mastered. But a practice to be lived. Guanxi is not Personal but societal. Said (Stephanus, n.d). A key cornerstone in Chinese Business culture is guanxi. Guanxi refers to building a network of personal and professional business relationships that influence business transactions and trust. A study conducted by Kun and Ghosh (2025) said that using a guanxi-based strategy can directly influence a company’s ability to competitive advantage in its industry. In China's business environment, which is heavily driven by relationships, it is essential to have reliable procedures and excellent coordination to build a long-term competitive edge with the use of Guanxi. 

China's cultural dimensions are characterised by high power distance and a strong long-term orientation lens, which influences organisational and social behaviours. The high power distance in China reflects an acceptance of Hierarchical orders and unequal power distribution. This cultural trait aligns with Confucius’ values, a respect for Authority and Social harmony. Said (Beekun et al., 2025). Although High power, distant and strong Hierarchical presence, the social harmony present in the history of China fosters group decision making and a decision that is long-term oriented rather than short-term oriented. This style of decision-making avoids common and serious problems, but it can take a longer time to make a decision. (Warburton, 2025; Taormina, 2014) In one meeting, where I was present, the agenda of the meeting was to mitigate a problem caused. The meeting took over 10 hours of back-and-forth Discussion to arrive at a solution, which in fact did not lead to further problems and restored trust. 

High and low context interpretation China is considered a High context culture, in contrast to the UK, as Edward T. Hall (1976, p. 91) mentioned that in high context communication, which has most of the Information is in the physical context, while very little is expressed directly. On the contrary, it is the low-context communication where communication is direct.

It can be understood that this indirect communication in China is used to save face ‘mianzi’, which is a cultural practice since ancient times in China. To understand why there is no direct confrontation in a meeting is to preserve face, or ‘mianzi’, which is associated with an Individual's social perceived value or dignity. It may be considered Diu mianzi, which means devaluing or defaming one’s identity by criticising them, which can lead to deep embarrassment of the individual and damage the relationship. It is Important to be aware of damaging face when having a confrontation. (Rask, Pan and Nyreröd Sandahl, 2012) The 10-hour business meeting I was present at did not involve direct confrontations or disagreements, but mostly involved expressing disagreement through facial expressions, which can be tricky to interpret if the individual is not exposed to high-context communication previously. 

Business etiquette at the closing stages of a negotiation becomes significant. Chinese people love lavish, long group meals together, which strengthens the relationship. It is deeply embedded in the Chinese culture and remains an integral aspect of negotiation even today. The time spent during these meals is very relaxed and revolves around Chinese culture, art, and cities one has visited, indicating a non-business atmosphere. (Pangsy-Kania and Orłowska, 2024)  The 10-hour-long meeting I was present at ended with a dinner, which was exactly as the above academic writing suggests; we had talks about my experience in China and Chinese culture. They also love to hear about our cultures. All of it, whilst there was a lot of food to indulge in, I found that this type of informal setting, after an intense meeting, helps restore a friendly relationship and strengthens relationships. 
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What were your reactions and feelings? (Gibbs, 1988)
Operating in a high-context and relationship-driven business environment often creates ambiguity and uncertainty. For individuals from a low-culture culture, where communication is direct, misinterpretation of non-verbal cues could lead to hostile interactions and misunderstanding. (Pang, Zhou and Chu, 2024)
Foreign professionals experience initial Discomfort and cultural shock, said Laora et al. ( 2025). I associated well with the given academic descriptions of discomfort at the start, cultural shocks and understanding the nonverbal Cues. The experience of pressure and responsibility further drove my discomfort when I needed to compel mianzi to maintain Social Harmony. Building guanxi and fostering relationships is a very important part of business. I noticed this difference while interacting with a new supplier. When there is no element of trying to establish a relationship, you get treated differently and will get a different price, opposite to what you would have been treated like and quoted a better price if trying to establish a relationship and have a commitment towards long-term oriented business. 
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What was good and bad about the experience? (Gibbs, 1988)
Operating within China's communication environment has both significant advantages and clear challenges for foreign individuals and businesses. A
guanxi-driven strategy can enhance cooperation, strengthen long-term business sustainability. (Wong et al., 2017) This process of relational approach can be
beneficial during conflict resolution, negotiations and navigating smoothly through Chinese bureaucracy and hierarchy by using means of personal relations (Gao, Knight and Ballantyne, 2012). Absence of Guanxi can pose a significant disadvantage in China. A study conducted by Butt, Shah and Sheikh (2020) showed managers experience a lack of trust and, lack of communication flow, resulting in reduced business volume when Guanxi is absent. 

The high-context and hierarchical nature of business communication can contribute to ambiguity and slow decision-making. From my exposure, I find that the relational or Guanxi strategy worked positively in resolving problems and negotiations. My experience in a Quality problem meeting, which was handled. Cooperatively made sure all parties were accounted for and maintained social harmony, aligning with academic findings that well-developed Guanxi can foster better negotiations and long-term sustainable growth.

However, the negative side was the time consumed due to Confucian values in decision-making, where direct communication and confrontation are avoided can sometimes lead to unexpressed feelings or beliefs to maintain mianzi, guanxi and social harmony. And can create room for Ambiguity for low-context communication individuals. (Kam and Bond, 2008) The cross-cultural communication environment present in China possesses a manageable mix of opportunities and challenges for a  UK business moving to China. The sustainable growth of the business can largely depend on the cultural understandings. 
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What sense can you make of the situation (Gibbs, 1988)
Contract-based vs relationship-based business strategy. A study conducted by Burki et al. ( 2023) notes that Asian businesses are less stringent with contracting as the relationship grows. In contrast to the western businesses’ over-reliance on contracting, even when personal relation and trust is established. This difference explains my experience of a quality issue meeting I was present at in China, despite the factory fulfilling its contractual duties. They were still open to negotiating the terms for the quality problem. It was an effort from their end to maintain the long-term business relationship that was present. The relationship grew even further, and the quantity of business between us and the factory grew even further. 

The study conducted by Kam and Bond (2008) demonstrated that collectivist attitudes are related to the way organizations employees accept and adhere to organisational goals. Along with these collectivist society traits, China possesses. (Yang, 2019) The Confucian values to preserve social harmony, it can be a time taking time process for decision-making and negotiations. British Business may find this inefficient, but it is a long-term-oriented solution derived from its very own culture.

This way of problem solving and negotiations fosters relationship growth along with reduced or no problems oriented in future. (Warburton, 2025; Taormina, 2014) This is a risk mitigation strategy derived from culture. The business etiquette of sharing meals is also an integral part of the Chinese culture. Suggesting that relationship building and inter-cultural communication extend beyond boardrooms and require UK Managers to adhere to these informal business settings to navigate successfully. (Pangsy-Kania and Orłowska, 2024)  

The analysis showcases that British businesses are exposed to cultural and structural challenges. Addressing them with culturally informed Business strategies can help British individuals navigate sustainably in a high-context, culturally driven Chinese Business environment.
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What can be concluded? (Gibbs, 1988)
Reflecting on the Chinese business landscape, culture shaping how business is conducted is such a contrast to how individuals from low-context & individualistic societies operate. It is very important to bridge these cross-cultural differences to ensure successful business communication. (Manocha, 2023) Culture shapes organisational behaviour, decision-making and relationships. UK businesses should promote the adoption of Guanxi, Mianzi and collective social harmony. Rather than enforcing Western norms, which can lead to insulting and embarrassing individuals, it can also lead to damaging the relationship. This can impact the UK business negatively. I learned that the slow, relationship-driven communication style can be understood as a strategic approach to prioritise trust, stability, and a long-term oriented strategy. The contrast between High and Low Context communications indicated the need for understanding the message and preventing misinterpretation. Misinterpretation can be a problem and damage the relationship. I also understood that the relationship is more valued than formal contracts in negotiations and conflict resolution. This reflection indicated the initial discomfort one can face in cross-cultural settings, and it is manageable when there is cultural awareness and openness to learn. The reflection strengthened my understanding that international business success is heavily dependent on adapting to cross-cultural communication, respecting cultural norms, and building relationships.
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What are you going to do differently in this type of situation next time? (Gibbs, 1988)
Reflecting on cross-business practices in China, I have realised that relationship building, Guanxi, is an essential skill I need to possess. To adapt these skills in a more developed and informed way, I have come up with an action plan that will help me develop my cultural awareness, strengthen relationship building and improve communication. The skills I learn can be applied effectively when engaging with Chinese business partners.

Develop cultural awareness and understanding of Guanxi.I will deepen my knowledge of Chinese cultural values of Guanxi, Confucian values and communication in high context cultures. This will enable me to interpret high-context messages and relational expectations that my Chinese partners expect from me.
I will read the Book by Yanjie Bian on Guanxi: How China works. (Bian, 2019) The extract of the book says it will give me an understanding of how Guanxi forms and manifests, and functions over time.

Along with the Book, I will attend courses and read 3 academic journals on Confucian values, business etiquette in China to deepen my understanding. It is important to completely understand cultural aspects. The Guanxi Study conducted by Fang (2011) suggests that Guanxi is important for international business success in China, despite the advancements of government initiatives and reform policies. Another study by Popescu (2017) suggests that cultural intelligence is the most important tool to navigate in cross-cultural settings. The link between cultural intelligence and the ability to communicate indicates a strong relationship between the two. Developing cultural intelligence will help me communicate more effectively. 

Develop relationship-building skills and maintain relations. I will develop my ability to build and maintain long-term business relations. Which will help me establish Guanxi with Chinese partners, in turn aiding in building my business for long-term Sustainable growth. I will attend at least 5 Networking events or informal meetings that are centred around relationship building, which will push me to engage in relationship building. I will use WeChat, an app commonly used in China, to communicate with over 1,385 million active users (Statista, 2025). This app will help me stay in touch with my Chinese business partners when I am in the UK. Having long-term relations can help me navigate business negotiations in China more efficiently. A study conducted by Cheng, Huang and Su (2016) revealed that long term relations can lead to a positive outcome of the negotiation. 

Developing a long-term orientation approach to business. I want to strengthen my ability to make plans with long-term orientation, which aligns with the Chinese business expectations. This requires patience, thinking about future outcomes before making a decision and requires consistent commitment.
I will use strategic analysis tools like S.W.O.T (Ghaleb, 2024) in the research conducted said that SWOT will help me make long-term plans and align with my strategies with market dynamics and help me make sustainable business plans. 
(James Madison University n.d.) Hofstede expressed that long-term orientation promotes values such as patience and thrift towards future-oriented reward. Opposite to short-term orientation, which promotes past and present results. Long-term orientation considers respect for Tradition, preserving "Face" and fulfilling social obligations. I need to consider the cultural aspects and long-term orientation that drive China’s businesses. 
Implementing continuous reflection. I will make use of the Gibbs reflective cycle to reflect on myself after each interaction to assess my relational strategies for continuous improvement. I will complete self-reflection after every major cultural activity I participate in. A study conducted by Frederik and Madeline (2020) showed that engaging in reflection facilitates learning, performance and fosters learning agility. Another study conducted by Markkanen et al. ( 2020)  showed that teachers who used Gibbs’ reflective Cycle tried to understand the challenging situation from the students’ perspective and considered the situation as an opportunity to learn and review their practice. Similarly, Gibbs’ reflective cycle will help me understand challenges from the opposite party's view, which will help me improve my professional practice for a better cross-cultural understanding and business. 
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This reflective essay has strengthened my understanding of on how deep cultural values shape business communication, negotiations and relationship-building in China's business environments. By understanding the importance of Guanxi, Mianzi, long-term orientation and high-context communication style, I am better informed to navigate cross-cultural settings in China, which are significantly different from those present in the U.K. The action plan I developed will support my ability to apply effective cross-cultural communication. And it will help me build effective, respectful and long-term partnerships with my Chinese business partners. This learning reinforces the need for intercultural communication. International business success heavily relies on the understanding of cultures and making reasonable considerations for cross-cultural differences for long-term sustainable growth.
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