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Applying Cross-Cultural Theory to International Business Practice: Communication Challenges in Tesco’s UK and Japanese Operations

Multinational growth is a financial, operational, and communication burden. When a UK-headquartered multinational (like Tesco) coordinates teams across jurisdictions, in other words, a single corporate strategy can be interpreted differently since there are cultural differences in relation to meaning, hierarchy, conflict and decision-making. The differences are important when Tesco is asked to deliver time-sensitive, high-stakes results (e.g. make product for a new market, integrate systems, match merchandising and supply chains and marketing and product lines across borders) where the time does count. In such contexts, miscommunication is seldom about ill intent, low capability or some other cultural bias but rather a product of culture-bound expectations of "good communication." This paper attempts to assess communication styles between Tesco UK (head office and UK-based teams) and the teams at Tesco Japan (Japan-based teams in a Japanese national context). It draws from Hall’s (1976) high-context and low-context communication framework, Hofstede’s cultural dimensions (Hofstede, Hofstede & Minkov, 2010) and the GLOBE model (House et al., 2004) to explore the reasons for misunderstandings and their potential removal. The discussion also acknowledges the reality of the real world with respect to local adaptation, with Tesco’s history in Japan evidencing the difficulty in local adaptation: Tesco entered Japan in 2003 by purchasing C Two-Network then exited in a staged offer with Aeon (Tesco PLC, 2011; Tesco PLC, 2012). 
 Initially looking into the background of  Tesco as a UK Multinational and the Japanese Market context,Tesco is a UK-based multinational retailer with a corporate centre shaped by British managerial norms: comparatively direct communication, strong performance metrics, and a preference for clarity in meetings and documentation. UK corporate culture typically values structured debate, open questioning, and explicit commitments. In practice, Tesco UK teams often use clear deadlines, action logs, and accountable owners’ communication behaviours consistent with a relatively low-context environment (Hall, 1976). Japan, by contrast, is widely described as a high-context communication environment in which shared understanding, relationship cues, and indirect signalling play a larger role than explicit statements (Hall, 1976).In Tesco Japan, even with a shared corporate identity, local employees and managers operate inside Japanese norms about politeness, implication, and avoiding loss of face. Therefore, “Tesco culture” does not remove national culture; rather, it interacts with it, producing hybrid practices that can be misread by UK colleagues if they assume corporate culture is universal (Schein, 2010). Tesco’s entry into Japan in 2003 and its later decision to sell the Japan business illustrate the difficulty of succeeding “as a domestic player” in a demanding market (Reuters, 2007; Tesco PLC, 2011).
Hall's theory of communication, therefore, suggests that whereas in low-context cultures, communication is explicit and direct and meaning is primarily contained in words. In high-context cultures, meaning is carried more by context relationships, shared assumptions, non-verbal cues, and what is not said (Hall, 1976). Misunderstandings commonly occur in cross-cultural teams when one group assumes meaning is explicit, and the other assumes meaning is implicit. For Tesco, this difference can be revealed in everything from meeting conduct to the wording of email messages and the interpretation of “agreement.
Hofstede’s cultural dimensions values are diverse across societies, influencing practices in organisations of, for example, leadership, conflict resolution, and managing uncertainty (Hofstede et al., 2010). Most relevant dimensions concerning UK–Japan workplace communication are:
Individualism vs collectivism (UK: more individualistic; Japan: more group-oriented in practice). Power distance (Japan is typically more hierarchy-sensitive than the UK). Uncertainty avoidance (Japan generally higher, favouring planning and risk reduction). Long-term orientation (Japan higher, focusing on perseverance and future time-oriented Ness) (Hofstede et al., 2010). It influences the way the Tesco team understand accountability, escalation and speed of decision-making.
The GLOBE study extends cultural analysis into leadership and organisational behaviour by distinguishing between “practices” (what is) and “values” (what should be) (House et al., 2004). It offers additional dimensions relevant to business communication such as performance orientation, assertiveness, institutional collectivism, and uncertainty avoidance (House et al., 2004). For Tesco, GLOBE helps explain why UK teams may expect assertive debate and rapid closure while Japanese teams may expect greater social calibration, deference, and consensus-building.
Following onto looking at the meetings, silence and turn taking in organizational meetings at Tesco UK, participation might be expected: team members speak up, debate openly, and challenge assumptions—often framed as constructive. Silence might appear to be a sign of not being prepared or detached. Silence itself, in Japan, can signify thoughtfulness, respect, or disagreement that is not aired publicly. When senior stakeholders are present, meeting norms in Japan often favor listening attentively and avoiding public contradiction (Nakane, 1970). In cross-border Tesco meetings (video calls, steering committees, project scrums), UK chairs may “fill silence” rapidly without identifying the actual problems of Japanese colleagues. In due course this creates a pattern where Tesco Japan is viewed as slow or passive, and Tesco UK comes across as pushy, even tone-deaf. The basic reason is, not intrinsic motivation, but cultural meeting behaviour style patterns and dealing with face and hierarchy. 4.3 Hierarchy, Decision Rights and Escalation UK organizations often have flatter interaction norms: junior colleagues may counter ideas if the evidence is strong. Tesco UK project staff might have a desire for immediate decision makers and fast escalations. In Japan, hierarchy is more pronounced: seniority determines who speaks, who decides, and how disagreement is signalled. Colleagues at Tesco Japan might be anxious to publicly commit if they must be aligned with their organization first or signal for senior leadership to approve. The power distance theory by Hofstede and the leadership expectations framework from GLOBE may help to see why it is that the teams in Tesco Japan would prefer to observe instructions or changes arrive through established channels rather than having an informal “side conversation” (Hofstede et al., 2010; House et al., 2004). If Tesco UK breaches the hierarchy to “speed things up,” Tesco Japan may consider the behaviour disrespectful or destabilizing, damaging trust and hindering cooperation ironically, doing the very opposite of what the UK did.
The individual accountability vs group harmony for Tesco UK's performance reporting is heavily linked to individual responsibility – clearly owned accountable systems, targets set and reporting to be fair and transparent. This is consistent with individual-oriented orientations where the importance of individuals' initiative and personal responsibility is highlighted (Hofstede et al., 2010). In Japan work can be even more governed by the norms of group-based accountability and consensus. People may avoid being conspicuous, particularly when it could lead to disagreement or embarrassment to others. Japanese teams may view ownership as shared, and work toward coordinated efforts and joint ownership. Public accusations about one owner (or about an owner) can undermine harmony and diminish the desire to share problems early on. Over time, this can eat into transparency just when Tesco wants to have transparency in the pipeline of product development and the delivery of projects.



The planning and risk communication aspect due to relatively high uncertainty avoidance in Japan, detailed risk planning, risk control, and prior validation before action in Japan is common (Hofstede et al., 2010). Tesco Japan would thus likely value more documentation, scenario analysis and formal approval particularly in terms of product development, supplier selection and compliance. Tesco UK could view this as too much bureaucracy they like to iterate testing and make faster decisions. When UK colleagues express a proposal as “a pilot” expecting flexibility, while Japan colleagues interpret it as a commitment that requires the elimination of risk, communication problems arise. Japanese colleagues may also communicate risks in an indirect way, avoiding conflict, while UK colleagues may look for a direct “red flag.” Without recognition of the indirect signal, risks can develop into ongoing operational challenges for UK operators. This is where Hall (1976) and Hofstede (Hofstede et al., 2010) converge: implicit risk cues in high-context communication, coupled with high uncertainty avoidance create a powerful preference for cautious alignment prior to action.
Tesco UK teams are bound to be driven by quarterly goals, speed to deliver and a view of progression. In Japan, a long-term orientation may contribute to perseverance, sensitive brand positioning and long-term gain of trust (Hofstede et al., 2010). Decision-making may involve extensive consultation for commitment and subsequent resistance all too often referred to in the press as “slow,” by outsiders but aimed at facilitating a smooth implementation once they settle on it. This difference, in Tesco’s cross-border projects, may surface as a tradeoff between speed and certainty. UK leaders may see Japanese consensus-building as delay; Japanese teams might see UK urgency as reckless or disrespectful of due process. The GLOBE difference between “practices” and “values” is helpful because UK teams may perform fast execution due to the organisational environment rewarding it whilst Japanese teams might consider thoroughness due to what it guards quality and social cohesion (House et al., 2004).
Feedback norms are very different. UK managers might provide explicit developmental feedback particularly in their performance review feedback and project retrospectives, for example. Employees in Japan may expect the feedback to be addressed more gently, discreetly, and with attention to face. In group settings, direct criticism risks shame and lowers psychological safety. Such an approach affects upward communication: as Tesco Japan staff are afraid to be embarrassed, they may not report problems early or may temper their words. Studies of face-negotiation show that in collectivist or harmony-oriented cultures, face needs are determinants of conflict behaviour and communication strategies (Ting-Toomey, 1988). Delayed bad news is dangerous for Tesco’s product development and implementation projects. The answer isn’t “more bluntness,” but rather culturally intelligent feedback mechanisms that preserve dignity yet raise issues quickly.

Yet communication styles vary even for English as a corporate language. In UK teams, emails may be short and clear, containing requests and deadlines. Japanese teams may have more formal salutations, indirect phrases, and detailed examples within the context. Tone can lead to misunderstanding: UK brevity may come across as abrupt, whereas Japanese formality may be read as evasive. When use of English as a business lingua franca is evident, studies in business communication show that, far from being grammatical, misunderstandings are often pragmatic and cultural (Kankaanranta & Louhiala-Salminen, 2010). That translated into Tesco that improved shared templates, escalation protocols and “what good looks like” in writing can help a lot to ease frictions, more than language training alone.
Based on the above assessment, Tesco has some predictable issues in the context of UK-Japan operations. False agreement and ambiguous commitments: indirect disagreement may be misinterpreted as consent (Hall, 1976). Slow perceived decision-making: consensus-building and hierarchy-sensitive escalation may conflict with UK expectations (Hofstede et al., 2010). Hidden conflict and late risk reporting: face concerns and harmony norms may prevent early escalation (Ting-Toomey, 1988). Misalignment of leadership style: UK informal leadership seems insufficiently authoritative; Japanese leadership styles seem opaque to UK teams (House et al., 2004). Trust gaps: trust is built differently; UK may prioritise competence and delivery, Japan may require relationship assurance and consistency over time (Hofstede et al., 2010). Organisational culture vs national culture tension: Tesco’s corporate processes may not correspond with Japanese expectations (Schein, 2010).
Effective mitigation is not about forcing one culture to ‘be a copy of’ the other. Instead, Tesco must build bridges shared processes, norms, leadership behaviours that turn cultural differences into complementary resources. The following interventions are based on the theories addressed.




Develop Cultural Intelligence (CQ) as a Leadership Competence

Tesco need to cultivate their UK and Japan leadership cultural intelligence by helping them interpret behaviour correctly and adjust communication accordingly. Research on CQ has identified that effective cross-cultural performance is a matter of metacognitive, motivational and behavioural adjustment, not stereotypes (Earley & Ang, 2003). In practice, Tesco can implement scenario-based training: interpreting indirect refusals, arranging meetings to safely invite dissent, and providing feedback in face-sensitive ways. This would incorporate a two-pronged approach using Hall’s perspective by low context clarity on deliverables as written summaries, action logs, owners and meeting deadlines. Also looking at high context relationship activities which would align the pre meetings (nemawashi-style), informal check-ins and stakeholder mapping. This decreases false consensus and preserves harmony with discipline on execution (Hall, 1976).
Re-design the Meeting to Make Real Concerns Surface,Tesco must stop if silence means agreement. Design of the meeting can be modified by share agendas early (promotes uncertainty avoidance), arrange structured “rounds,” where everyone speaks briefly, gather any anonymous risks ahead of meetings. After meetings confirm the decisions in writing. These practices distil high-context cues into low-context clarity that minimizes misinterpretation (Hall, 1976; Hofstede et al., 2010).
The Importance of a Culturally Sensitive RACI to Clarify Decision Rights
Tesco can execute a RACI (Responsible–Accountable–Consulted–Informed) model but tweak it with the Japanese consensus norm. For instance, “Accountable” will be one individual, yet “Consulted” needs to be pragmatic, and mirror internal needs for alignment. This aligns UK expectations related to ownership with a wide consultation preference in Japan (Hofstede et al., 2010).
Creating Face-sensitive feedback with escalation channels, to prevent late bad news, Tesco should implement escalation channels that protect face. This entails private “risk clinics” with leaders, written risk registers which allow for careful wording respecting on constructive disagreement.
Face-negotiation theory predicts that when people's face needs are respected they will be more likely to communicate conflict productively (Ting-Toomey, 1988). This is essential for good product development and implementation quality.
Align Incentives: Combine Individual Measures with Team Recognition
If Tesco UK promotes individual owners whereas Tesco Japan believes in group recognition, then Tesco should combine both. Team-based recognition can serve to reinforce collectivist tendencies while maintaining responsibility necessary for delivery (Hofstede et al., 2010). This minimizes motivational misunderstanding and heightens collaboration.

Instead of treating culture as abstract, Tesco can employ structured tools (e.g., comparing evaluation style, persuasion style, and disagreement norms) to create an atmosphere in which differences can be discussed without blame (Meyer, 2014). It encourages psychologically safe dialogue around “how we work,” preventing moral judgment and making culture a collective problem to be solved.
Increase the Integration of Organisational Culture, without Cultural Imperialism
According to Schein’s organisational culture model, deep assumptions lead to behaviour (Schein, 2010). It is important for Tesco to identify the corporate practices that are non-negotiable (e.g., safety, compliance, data integrity) and those that are adaptable (meeting style, feedback delivery). This keeps cultural imperialism (involving UK norms) from running amok, whilst staying in the governance arm room.
Codify written communication standards for global teams
In light of the lingua franca issues raised by the situation, Tesco should standardize templates: decision memos, project status updates, and risk flags with clear definitions (Kankaanranta & Louhiala-Salminen, 2010). This mitigates tone-based divergences and preserves a common understanding.

Conclusion
The differences in communication between Tesco UK and Tesco Japan are not merely superficial, but come from unique cultural logics about meaning, hierarchy, group harmony, uncertainty, and time. Hall’s theory helps clarify why UK explicitness might conflict with Japanese indirectness and the misreading of agreement. Hofstede explains larger value differentials that shape accountability, hierarchy, and risk tolerance. The GLOBE model provides a perspective on leadership expectations and the divergence between “practices” and “values” across contexts. At Tesco, the challenge is to balance operational discipline with respect for trust and harmony but do so without compromising local trust and harmony. Good mitigation thus requires culturally intelligent leadership, dual-context communication systems, meeting and decision processes that turn unspoken cues into clear commitments, and escalation channels that acknowledge face while signalling risks early. As a result, whenever culture is treated by Tesco as a strategic variable managed through theory-informed practice—it increases the potential for smooth collaboration as well as good product development results and improved long-term success in Japan.
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