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UK–Japan economic cooperation has strengthened through the UK–Japan Comprehensive Economic Partnership Agreement, which took effect in January 2021, and the UK’s accession to the CPTPP in December 2024 (GOV.UK, 2026). According to the Department for Business and Trade (2026), bilateral trade reached $ 33.4 billion in the four quarters ending in Q3 2025, making Japan the UK’s fifteenth largest trading partner. Life sciences are particularly important, illustrated by the partnership between Cambridge based AstraZeneca plc and Tokyo based Daiichi Sankyo Co., Ltd.
As Country Director for a joint UK–Japanese oncology team, this essay considers how cultural and communication differences may cause misunderstanding despite shared commercial aims. It examines contrasting communication styles through Hofstede’s cultural dimensions, Hall’s high and low context theory, and Trompenaars and Hampden Turner’s cultural framework. It also evaluates their limitations, as highlighted by McSweeney (2002) and Venaik and Brewer (2016), while considering GLOBE, cultural intelligence, and Meyer’s (2014) Culture Map. The discussion focuses on directness, silence, nemawashi and ringi, honne and tatemae, hierarchy, meetings, email, and English as a shared working language.
[bookmark: _Toc238468539]The UK–Japan Business Context: AstraZeneca and Daiichi Sankyo
AstraZeneca and Daiichi Sankyo established a worldwide development and commercialisation partnership for trastuzumab deruxtecan, known as Enhertu, in March 2019. Daiichi Sankyo originally discovered this HER2 targeted antibody drug conjugate, and the companies extended their collaboration in July 2020 to include datopotamab deruxtecan, also called Dato DXd or Datroway (AstraZeneca, 2020). Both organisations share global development, marketing costs, and profits equally, although Daiichi Sankyo holds exclusive commercial and manufacturing responsibility in Japan (AstraZeneca, 2020; Pharmaceutical Technology, 2022). This arrangement demonstrates that even highly integrated international partnerships may require local autonomy within the Japanese market.
Combined Enhertu sales exceeded US 3.7 billion in 2024, representing annual growth of more than 46 per cent (MedCity News, 2025). According to the Japan Times (2023), Daiichi Sankyo leaders described the alliance as transformative because it strengthened the company’s reputation, ability to recruit highly skilled employees, and oncology capabilities, although their intention to develop future products independently suggests a changing balance of influence.
The collaboration reflects wider UK–Japan economic integration, since Japanese direct investment in the UK reached about $78.4 billion by the end of 2023, compared with $3.2 billion of UK investment in Japan (British Chamber of Commerce in Japan, 2025). JETRO (2025) reports continuing inward investment and assists overseas companies in adapting to Japan’s distinctive institutional setting. As per Nishimura, Nevgi and Tella (n.d.), Japanese business practices continue to reflect hierarchy, collective responsibility, and social harmony, or wa. Therefore, a Country Director must balance relatively low context and individually accountable UK practices with Japanese preferences for contextual communication, consensus, and hierarchical coordination, while recognising diversity within both cultures.
[bookmark: _Toc238468540]Theoretical Foundations: Cultural Dimension Theories
1. [bookmark: _Toc238468541]Hofstede's Cultural Dimensions
Hofstede’s model, developed from an IBM survey involving more than 40 countries, identifies cultural dimensions such as power distance, individualism and collectivism, masculinity and femininity, and uncertainty avoidance (Hofstede, 1980, 2001). Japan records scores of 54 for power distance, 46 for individualism, 95 for masculinity, and 92 for uncertainty avoidance (Nagoya University, n.d.; Hofstede Insights, cited in Nagioralenglish, 2018). Its moderate individualism score is important because Japan is less collectivist than several neighbouring Confucian heritage societies, despite being widely characterised as uniformly collectivist. High uncertainty avoidance is associated with detailed planning and cautious procedures, whereas high masculinity indicates a strong focus on achievement rather than necessarily assertive personal behaviour. By comparison, the UK is more individualistic and less uncertainty avoidant, which may encourage comfort with ambiguity and individual responsibility while creating tension with Japanese preferences for consensus.
2. [bookmark: _Toc238468542]Hall's High-Context/Low-Context Communication Theory
Hall’s (1976) distinction between high context and low context communication remains influential in intercultural business research. In high context cultures, much meaning comes from the situation, shared experience, and unspoken understanding, while relatively little is communicated through explicit words, according to Hall (1976, p. 91, cited in Pure UvT, n.d.). Conversely, low context cultures depend mainly on clear verbal and written messages. Hall and Hall (1990) position Japan among the world’s most high context societies, whereas the UK is closer to the low context end of the scale (Japan Times, 2017). Consequently, Japanese colleagues may rely on background knowledge and nonverbal signals, while UK colleagues often expect intentions to be directly expressed. A request for a definite answer may therefore appear insensitive to Japanese staff, whereas an indirect reply may seem unclear or evasive to UK employees.
3. [bookmark: _Toc238468543]Trompenaars' Seven Dimensions of Culture
Trompenaars and Hampden Turner’s 1997 framework contains seven cultural dimensions concerning relationships, attitudes to time, and orientations towards the environment (Umbrex, 2026). Japan generally reflects particularism, communitarianism, emotional restraint, and a diffuse approach, in which professional and personal relationships often overlap through activities such as nomikai, or after work socialising (THT Consulting, 2026). In contrast, the UK more commonly favours universal rules, individual responsibility, and specific boundaries between work and private life. The distinction between achievement and ascription is particularly relevant because UK organisations often assign authority through demonstrated competence, whereas Japanese status may also depend on seniority, known as nenko. Consequently, prioritising the most technically capable individual may conflict with Japanese expectations that colleagues show appropriate respect to the most senior person.
[bookmark: _Toc238468544]Critical Evaluation of National-Culture Frameworks
Applying cultural frameworks without critical reflection can reduce national culture to a fixed and deterministic characteristic, thereby presenting labels such as Japanese or British as explanations for individual behaviour. According to McSweeney (2002), Hofstede’s conclusion that IBM survey data revealed coherent national cultures lacks methodological support because national populations are culturally diverse and correlations do not establish causation. Brewer and Venaik (2014) further identify an ecological fallacy, showing that national dimension scores account for only 2-4 of variation in personal values, which makes them weak predictors of a particular colleague’s conduct. Venaik and Brewer (2016) argue that uncritical reliance on Hofstede and GLOBE dimensions may sustain cultural ignorance by portraying internal national diversity as stable cultural essence.
These concerns are directly relevant in this context. Assuming that the Japanese team is uniformly high context and high in power distance may overlook differences among members, particularly between younger internationally educated scientists and colleagues with more traditional professional backgrounds. Likewise, UK employees cannot automatically be regarded as consistently low context or individualistic, since organisational, regional and professional subcultures influence communication practices. As Baskerville (2003) observes, equating culture with nationality conflicts with anthropological understandings of culture. Cultural dimensions should therefore serve as provisional diagnostic tools that are tested through observation and dialogue, while the Country Director remains attentive to individual differences.
[bookmark: _Toc238468545]Communication Styles in Practice: UK and Japanese Teams
1. [bookmark: _Toc238468546]Direct versus Indirect Communication and Silence
UK business communication often values explicit expression, with disagreement and negative feedback stated relatively directly. In contrast, Japanese communication is more likely to rely on indirect wording, qualified responses and silence, reflecting high context and Particularist orientations. According to wa-japan.org (2025), colleagues are expected to read the atmosphere, or kuuki wo yomu, rather than depend on fully verbalised meanings. A response such as “we will consider this carefully” may therefore indicate a polite refusal, while silence can communicate reflection or deference. Consequently, UK employees who quickly fill pauses may mistake unspoken concerns for agreement.
2. [bookmark: _Toc238468547]Nemawashi, Ringi and Consensus Decision-Making
Japanese decision making commonly involves nemawashi and ringi. According to Kotoba Interactive (2026), nemawashi involves informal discussions with relevant stakeholders before a proposal is formally submitted, allowing the originator to revise it until broad support is obtained. Ringi then provides the formal approval process, in which a written proposal, known as a ringisho, passes through management levels for authorisation through individual seals (GLOBIS, 2025). As Silkdrive (2026) explains, formal meetings generally confirm an agreement already established rather than creating it through debate. UK managers may interpret this process as unnecessarily slow, yet presenting unconsulted proposals in meetings can result in silence or resistance. Therefore, UK leaders should conduct structured individual consultations before meetings, following the logic of nemawashi.
3. [bookmark: _Toc238468548]Honne and Tatemae, and Face
The distinction between honne, meaning genuine feelings, and tatemae, meaning the socially appropriate position, is important in Japanese business communication (wa-japan.org, 2025). Rather than constituting dishonesty, tatemae helps preserve group harmony, or wa, so an apparently positive response may conceal concerns that are shared later through a trusted person. According to wa-japan.org (2025), this practice is closely linked to protecting face, particularly within hierarchical relationships. Direct public criticism by UK colleagues may therefore cause embarrassment despite constructive intentions. Conversely, UK staff who interpret tatemae as full agreement may make decisions without recognising underlying reservations, creating risks for implementation.
4. [bookmark: _Toc238468549]Hierarchy, Meetings and Feedback
In line with power distance and ascription, Japanese meetings often follow clear seniority rules regarding seating and speaking, while junior employees seldom question senior colleagues openly (Nishimura, Nevgi and Tella, n.d.). By contrast, UK meetings more commonly allow junior staff to offer critical views, including feedback to senior managers. Consequently, UK managers may interpret silence from Japanese junior colleagues as disengagement instead of respect, whereas Japanese managers may perceive direct feedback before subordinates as disruptive. Effective communication should therefore use appropriate channels, including direct written feedback for UK colleagues and relationship-based feedback through a trusted intermediary for Japanese counterparts.
5. [bookmark: _Toc238468550]Email, Virtual Communication and English as Lingua Franca
English serves as the working language of the collaboration, although it can create an unequal cognitive burden because Japanese employees often communicate in a second language. This may limit spontaneous participation and cause genuine concerns to be expressed in simplified wording that UK colleagues interpret literally. Written communication can further reveal different expectations, since UK emails are often concise and direct, whereas Japanese messages may begin with relationship building expressions before addressing the main issue (Osaka Language Solutions, 2026). Virtual meetings also reduce nonverbal signals and limit time for consultation across London and Tokyo. Providing agendas early allows colleagues to consult internally before contributing.
[bookmark: _Toc238468551]GLOBE, Cultural Intelligence and Meyer's Culture Map
The GLOBE project extended earlier cultural research by examining 62 societies across nine dimensions and by distinguishing between cultural practices, meaning current behaviour, and cultural values, meaning preferred behaviour (Global-IQ, 2026). This distinction is useful because Japanese employees may experience hierarchical workplace practices while personally supporting more participative approaches.
Earley and Ang (2003) offer cultural intelligence, or CQ, as an individual level perspective. According to Ang and Van Dyne (2008), CQ includes metacognitive, cognitive, motivational and behavioural capabilities that help people operate effectively across cultural settings. The Country Director should therefore focus on building the team’s capacity to adapt rather than if national culture determines behaviour.
Meyer’s (2014) Culture Map uses eight comparative scales, including communication and disagreement, to position countries relative to one another (Erin Meyer, 2026). This approach avoids treating cultural scores as fixed measures and helps explain the substantial communication difference between the relatively lower context UK and highly contextual Japan.
[bookmark: _Toc238468552]Conclusion
The communication differences between UK and Japanese teams in the AstraZeneca and Daiichi Sankyo partnership reflect established variations in communication practices. These include direct and indirect expression, strategic silence, honne and tatemae, face protection, nemawashi and ringi decision making, hierarchical meeting norms and the unequal demands of using English as a shared language. Hofstede, Hall and Trompenaars provide a useful starting vocabulary, while country level evidence broadly positions Japan as higher context, uncertainty avoidant and ascription oriented than the UK.
However, McSweeney (2002), Brewer and Venaik (2014) and Venaik and Brewer (2016) caution that national scores explain limited individual variation and may create stereotypes. More flexible approaches in clude the GLOBE distinction between practices and values, cultural intelligence proposed by Earley and Ang, and Meyer’s comparative Culture Map. The Country Director should therefore use cultural models as diagnostic guides rather than fixed predictions, while prioritising early consultation, feedback adapted to relationships and hierarchy, and shared cultural intelligence across the partnership.
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