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With globalization ramping up international collaboration, British companies are starting more and more of a connection with the Asian market, and form successful cross cultural relationships. South Korea has a fast-growing economy, special social ranking, and high-context way of communicating. This brings chances and problems for British companies that want to grow there.

This reflective essay explores what cross-cultural communication challenges I think British firms might come across during their business interaction with South Korea firms. Based on the Reflective Cycle from Gibbs (1988), I look at those communication situation that causes problem to me, I think of different possible actions to take and then think of how well I think they may succeed. Based on the theoretical context of Hall’s contextual model and Hofstede’s cultural dimensions as well as Trompenaars’ Seven Dimensions, I combine my own reflections to offer some points that might be helpful for British individuals to communicate more successfully in a South Korean work environment.

By researching and learning from the internet, I found a number of recurring cross-cultural communication situations between British and South Korean firms. And I will take into account these difficulties from the following 5 aspects: The environment of communication; Hierarchy; Relationship; Dealing with conflict; Business Customs. And I will consider the impact of these and then suggest some practical ways to adapt. This can form the basis to understand how the cultural differences will influence communication behavior between British and South Korean professionals.

South Korea epitomizes a high-context culture where a lot of the communication is indirect and meaning is derived largely from non-verbal cues and social relationships and a shared knowledge (Šķestere, 2025). On the other hand, the British communication tends to talk and be open about things too, which again fits with them having a low-context culture. So when something needs to be communicated to them, it's anticipated that what has been said should have been clear and direct (Tabata and Vrij, 2023). In the British context, speakers think that meaning should be fully expressed with words, so they want to hear clear and definite statements, simple and direct requests, and openly stated objections when necessary (Pang et al., 2024). In my point of view, the misunderstandings often happen when the British managers interpret the Korean indirect expression literally. This difference in the way of communicating forms an important foundation for my own thoughts. Thinking about those different point of views, and I realized it can mean what Korean means if I use the meaning only. Phrases like we'll consider it might appear genuinely interested to me but in Korea it can be seen as a polite refusal. The thing I realized was when I saw how many times it was happening to me that when the British manager said something they would not understand a Korean and the Korean will give him an answer that will make him even more lost or that is just completely the opposite of what was expected of the British manager.

Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions Theory indicates that South Korea has a high score on the Power Distance dimension, which suggests that Koreans accept hierarchy and respect authority (Ylikortes, 2020). This cultural orientation is displayed in organization. From the empirical studies of South Korean businesses we know that often employees in South Korea will not question their senior leaders in public, even in a group meeting because respect for senior leaders and following hierarchy is a norm to follow (Bondarenko, 2024). Within South Korea’s firms, the young are unlikely to openly challenge their seniors. By contrast, organizations in the UK are known for open dialogue and flat structures (Reeder, 2020). In looking back, it was probably a case where as a Brit, I may have initially read my Korean colleagues’ humility as disinterest. For example, if team members avoided expressing their own opinions during the meeting, I would think that they didn't have any idea or commitment. The reflection showed me that the open participation of the British may not fit well with the Korean norm of respecting silence and hierarchy.

South Korea stresses forming long term relationships before negotiation contracts (Kaartti, 2023). The Korean partners like informal meetings, they have meals and casual talks before talking about business. such interactions help build trust and show sincerity, which is close to “ affection”. As such, relationship building serves a precondition for the actual negotiations to happen (Pearce et al., 2022). Therefore, prioritizing relationships in South Korea is not “inefficient”, but rather the Confucian foundation for cooperation. British companies sometimes think these practices are not needed or too wasteful, so there might be problems at the start when they work together (Bondarenko, 2024). So after I think about it, it would probably be sort of a dinner or talking or something, it's like initially it might make me feel frustrated and like these kind of things don't have anything to do with the work or something like that. But then, after knowing that these interactions were important steps within the Korean culture to build trust as well as to gain trust, I began to understand its importance towards forming a process of deciding and collaborating again in the future.

South Korea is collectivist and values harmony and team (Pétursdóttir, 2022). When this happens, Koreans tend to say no but not directly, they would say something like “let’s see about that,” so as to maintain the relation rather than saying no. Jung (2022) on cross-cultural business communication has found that Korean professional also tends to rely on indirect and face-saving language such as “mianzi” to avoid conflict and preserve social harmony in the workplace. On reflection, I see that I may assume consent where there is none. I have received training in a context that requires a direct yes or no answer, so I will wait for an explicit response of acceptance or rejection. then I understand that I must be gentle when I want to know something unclear, not only in words.

South Korean business culture also includes certain formalized etiquette such as exchanging business cards with both hands, bowing and using the correct honorifics (Hoare, 2021). The so-called such practices, of course, are more than just symbolic roles in Korean organization for their professional, social conscience as a marker. I understand it won't be something British professionals expect so formally. Looking back on it, I know that maybe I was disrespectful by calling someone’s name too soon or handing out a card haphazardly. And I also recognize it's also a small detail that has such a large meaning in Korea.

I first wondered how a company in Britain would be able to communicate with Korean partners and then I became anxious about the directness of Korea. They use indirect language and body language a lot. As someone from a direct communication culture and low-context communicator, I initially felt awkward about words like “we’ll think about it”. At first, it would feel like genuine interest and if nothing followed, it would leave me confused or disappointed. Recognizing that emotional response allowed me to see how deeply seated in culture is my perception of regular business talk as something boring, tedious and routine. And I also noticed an anxiety about accidentally offending coworkers - speaking too straightforwardly, not following expected social courtesies, that sort of thing. Thinking about how I felt made me realize that my gut way of talking might not work in Korea. The reflection has stressed on the importance of having an open mind; more observance on the non verbal cues should be made; more so seeking clarification rather than being just fixed on what is being said.

These exchanges convey the strength and difficulty for the pair of UK to South Korea. On the positive side, is the fact that the business culture in South Korea values respect and courtesies; so its very much easy for one to form steady relationships that last long with other on a business front. Trust between each person (Bondarenko, 2024). Korean communication being high-context also promotes more sensitivity to interpersonal dynamics and non-verbal signals which can strengthen team cohesion and collaboration (Do, 2024). Moreover, though hierarchy appears rigid at first glance, gaining approval from a superior results in efficient decision-making and organizations have clear direction and guidance (Horak et al., 2025).

But there are also some problems. I began to consider, and then I could see some good points and bad points as well as the South Korean communication rules. British companies working with South Korean partners might be held back because Korean companies like indirect ways of talking, care a lot about everyone agreeing before making a choice, and are a bit scared of taking risks when making decisions (Reynolds, 2024). Misunderstandings often arise for British professionals when they interpret Korean politeness or indirect statements as a true agreement. While the Korean might simply be trying to maintain harmony or avoid saying "no" directly (Moon, 2023). And the relationship approach of Korea would clash with British priorities of speed and a focus on task with clearly defined progress of the contract (Christiansen and Kim, 2023). Formal etiquette such as a bow, exchanging business cards, using both hands, British partner could unintentionally offend other if he/she does not know about the culture's meaning (Hoare, 2021). Together these points further show that this section’s emphasis is on the point that not being able to communicate successfully can hurt business connections between different countries as well as hurt an organization from spreading and if certain cultural expectations aren’t made known.

Hall (1976), asserts that the high context culture is dependent on an unsaid hints, common believes and rank people on social position (Aririguzoh, 2022). The framework also helps us understand why Korean people communicate so indirectly and why the British are sometimes seen as very direct which can be offensive. And if we do not pay attention to this kind of difference, then misunderstanding, failed negotiation, and uncomfortable will be happened.

Hofstede cultural dimensions can be used as a guide with the differences between British and South Korean professionals. South Korea gets a relatively high score for power distance which shows hierarchies make a big difference to the way people work together and lower-level workers don’t often disagree with the bosses who are more experienced – this happens again and again inside all kinds of companies from South Korea (Silvonen, 2023),which is quite different to the UK situation, which has a lower power distance so it makes the meeting much more of an equal thing and you are more encouraged to argue your point (Florisson, 2024).

Collectivism can also be formed among South Koreans because group harmony as well as each persons responsibility to others is weighted higher than just their individual opinions. From the research we know that South Korean employees are more likely to avoid open dissent to maintain unity and save face (Dai et al., 2022). In contrast, UK workplaces that are affected by a strong individualism expect the workers to be contributing on their own and express their views clearly (Winch and Addis, 2022).

South Korea’s higher uncertainty avoidance index adds to the complications. organizations tend to like detailed planning and lots of information and lots of different stages of approval that shows their culture is more like to want to avoid things being unclear (Glazer, 2021). On the other hand, British teams are usually much more willing to live with ambiguity and are likely to make decisions much more quickly. South Korea’s strong long-term orientation adds to a bias toward slow, relationship-oriented cooperation, but British companies often prefer quick, short-term outcomes and faster advancement (Gerlich, 2023).

Put together, these very different elements account for why certain British actions—directly criticizing, making quick decisions, moving right to the next task, and so forth—might be out of sync with Korean expectations that favor more careful, hierarchical, and consensus-seeking modes of interaction.

Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner's cultural framework provides additional understanding of the differences in interactions between Korean and British professionals. Koreas is generally seen as being more of a neutral culture in which emotional restraint and measured expression is considered to be appropriate within professional contexts, implying that it is rarely that one would see a great deal of anger or elation displayed (Kim et al., 2024). On the contrary, it is allowed for British people to express their emotions more openly in a meeting, which can be considered as too direct and aggressive to Korean partners.

Korean companies also act based on particularism where relationships and context matters more than set rules and commitments are formed based on trust not just procedures (Horak et al., 2025). And that kind of relational logic can sort of shed some light as to why the Korean firms would be okay with waiting on closing out the final contract deal til they’ve sort of build out the foundation and really cemented that bond between each other, whereas British firms are operating from sort of more of an universal setting that’s looking for that sort of consistency through sort of codifying those policies and writing up these agreements to create that binding effect.

Also, the Korean communication patterns are more diffusive with personal and professional spheres overlapping so that social relationships are part of business (Horak et al., 2025). In contrast to the German professionals who seem to have a strong tendency for separating work and personal life and meetings being about the task, deliverables and clear cut roles (Isede, 2022). All these differences together can help to explain why a British person's ideas of being direct, following rules, making choices based on rules, having clear lines between things, might not match what a Korean person likes, which is to be more careful about how they show their feelings, change the way they do things easily, mix up who they know from work and home.

Together these theories help me to understand why communication problems keep occurring over and over again in both UK and South Korea businesses as well as adaptation. In this theoretical analysis it has taught me how important it is to be able to build a trust and respectful level of sensitivity for different cultures. I was able to understand how I have to adjust my behavior in working with Korean partners through this process.

To British professionals interacting with South Koreans, I believe adjusting to an indirect, diplomatically more sophisticated mode of speaking is necessary. The British staff should use softer language, like 'Maybe we could think about. ' or 'Can we look into the idea of. ' instead of saying no or being critical. This is more in line with the high-context communication that South Korea uses, and also helps to avoid those embarrassing situations of when you lose face. I admit, this way makes it so I'm not understood and shows that I understand other cultures and helps others like me. For some British workers it looks wrong or too much time because we do not talk about what has to be done.

In south korea relationship building is what you do when you want to do business which is why I had thought we have to allow time and give british companies a chance for a social dinner, a cultural outing, an opportunity to have a chat in the interval between meetings, a personal connection. Sikorsk and Albrecht (2025) pointed out that such relationships-based interactions will affect negotiations in high context culture. At the same time, I know that will require a lot of time and money.

Due to South Korea's high uncertainty avoidance score, Korean partners will usually demand a complete documentation of the decision before proceeding (Tengimfene, 2020). So that UK companies have to create in detail accounts, and clear times, with a rigorous risk analyses structure. but this will increase the UK team’s workload and slow down internal processes.

When thinking of possible problems for the British companies in Korea, I’m sure it makes sense to incorporate cross-cultural communiation training with the cultural mediators. It also allows the employee to be aware of the Korean culture with more understanding of the indirect way Koreans communicate as well as what we expect from people in higher ranks in Korea, which gives the employees more confidence with their group (Klimova and Chen, 2024). At the same time, using bilingual advisers or mediators at the start of the first meeting or negotiation provides an immediate interpretation to minimize misunderstanding when the team is still in the learning phase, but I am aware that it will take a continuous commitment, and relying too heavily on mediators could stunt the team's internal development.

In looking back on it I can see what changes like that could have greatly enhanced my efforts at delivering it to the south Korean people effectively.

Having gone through the Gibbs model makes me aware of a lot of communication issues arising from the UK to South Korea are not because of individuals, but rather cultural norms. South Korea’s business culture is hierarchical, indirect speech, harmony, long-term relationships. While the UK are direct, equal, efficient. Through this reflection I have come to a better understanding of what changes in my British way of communicating I may need to make in a foreign environment. This helps British companies to avoid misunderstanding and adopt culturally adapted communication strategies. in the end it comes back to being willing to go along with the flow, being patient and also being willing to accept the idea that if you are going to make money as an international businessman that you will most likely have to change how you talk to people in order to succeed in business.

In conclusion it’s very important to note that it is very crucial that the good international business communications are a certain degree of flexibility along with some patience and adaptability for communicating. By appreciating and respecting the cultural values that shape South Korean business practices such as the indirect way of communication, the focus on building a relationship with others, the respect towards people's hierarchy, and how they prefer to have every possible detail of the plan mapped out ahead, British professionals can avoid the mistakes of communicating wrong or causing harm during communication to the people from the south and improve their professional relationship in cross-cultural cooperation.
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