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1. [bookmark: _Toc237087531]Introduction

Japan’s energy market is undergoing major change as the country seeks to balance energy security, affordability, and environmental sustainability. According to the Agency for Natural Resources and Energy (2025), Japan’s Seventh Strategic Energy Plan supports the wider use of renewable energy while also emphasising the importance of a stable and secure supply. This creates opportunities for international partnerships that combine renewable-energy expertise, digital technology and knowledge of Japanese customers and business practices.
Octopus Energy Group is a UK-based energy and technology company founded in 2016. According to Octopus Energy Group (n.d.), the company uses technology, data, and renewable-energy solutions to make green energy more affordable and accessible. Its activities include energy retail, renewable generation, electric vehicles, and energy services, supported by Kraken, its digital platform for energy management and customer service.
Tokyo Gas is one of Japan’s longest-established energy companies. Tokyo Gas Co., Ltd. (n.d.) explains that its operations include gas and electricity supply, liquefied natural gas, infrastructure, engineering services and international business. Its local knowledge, established customer base and energy-sector experience make it a suitable partner for Octopus Energy.
According to Octopus Energy (2020), the companies announced their partnership in December 2020 and formed TG Octopus Energy. The joint venture combines Octopus Energy’s renewable model and Kraken technology with Tokyo Gas’s market experience. This essay critically evaluates how differences in directness, hierarchy, decision-making, feedback, and the interpretation of silence may create misunderstanding between British and Japanese employees, using Hall’s high- and low-context theory and Hofstede’s cultural dimensions.
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The Octopus Energy–Tokyo Gas partnership involves more than transferring a British energy brand into Japan. According to Octopus Energy (2020), the joint venture combines Octopus Energy’s renewable-energy model and Kraken technology with Tokyo Gas’s knowledge of the Japanese market. Its success therefore depends on how effectively employees exchange technical knowledge, interpret customer expectations, and adapt British digital systems to Japan.
Hall’s high- and low-context framework helps explain why the same message may be understood differently. According to Hall (1976), high-context communication relies strongly on relationships, shared knowledge, and non-verbal signals, whereas low-context communication gives greater importance to direct explanations. Japan is generally regarded as more high-context than the UK. Tokyo Gas employees may therefore consider tone, timing, and the wider relationship, while Octopus Energy employees may expect concerns and actions to be stated explicitly. Sethi and Yildiz (2026) similarly argue that culture influences how communication is interpreted. Even when both teams use English, terms such as “ready for launch” or “acceptable risk” may not carry the same meaning.
Hofstede’s dimensions offer further insight. According to The Culture Factor Group (n.d.), the UK scores 76 for individualism compared with 62 for Japan, while Japan scores 92 for uncertainty avoidance and 100 for long-term orientation, compared with 35 and 60 for the UK. These differences suggest that British employees may be more comfortable using individual judgement, whereas Japanese employees may prefer wider consultation and stronger evidence before introducing risk. Minkov and Kaasa (2022) note that cultural dimensions continue to be tested and revised, so national scores should be treated as comparative indicators rather than fixed predictors of individual behaviour.
However, these scores are national averages rather than fixed behaviours. Octopus Energy’s technology-led business model may encourage experimentation, while Tokyo Gas’s established position in a regulated market could reinforce procedural caution and risk management. Hall and Hofstede should therefore be used to identify potential communication risks rather than stereotype employees. Their value lies in helping managers question how meaning, authority and risk may be interpreted differently while recognising the influence of organisational culture, professional responsibilities, and individual experience.
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A major communication challenge may arise when deciding how Kraken and Octopus Energy’s customer-service model should operate in Japan. In joint product discussions, Octopus Energy employees may be more likely to emphasise technological capability and implementation speed, whereas Tokyo Gas representatives could place greater emphasis on Japanese customer expectations, internal procedures and reputational considerations.
For example, Octopus Energy specialists might state that an automated tariff-change feature has succeeded elsewhere and is technically ready. Tokyo Gas representatives might reply that it “requires further internal coordination”. The British team could interpret this as a minor implementation issue, although Tokyo Gas may be signalling wider concerns about customer communication, regulation, data handling or service quality.
Hall’s theory explains why the response may carry more meaning than its literal wording. Levitt (2022) argues that high- and low-context differences can affect international teamwork because each side assumes its intention is clear. If Octopus Energy proceeds without recognising the concern, Tokyo Gas may feel that its local knowledge has been undervalued.
However, greater directness alone is not the solution. Tokyo Gas employees may communicate cautiously because they are responsible for consequences less visible to the technology team. Zakaria and Ab Rahman Muton (2022) show that high-context team members can make concerns more explicit, but Octopus Energy must also ask focused questions rather than treating the absence of rejection as support.
The real issue is the translation of expertise: Kraken knowledge and Japanese market knowledge must be treated as equally important. Without this balance, technical confidence could be mistaken for commercial readiness, while cautious local advice could be misread as resistance to innovation.
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Renewable tariffs and digital services may create different expectations about approval. Octopus Energy’s model supports innovation and rapid technological use, whereas Tokyo Gas operates in a market where reliability, customer confidence and compliance are central. Japan’s Seventh Strategic Energy Plan also shows the need to balance renewable-energy expansion with energy security and stable supply (Agency for Natural Resources and Energy, 2025).
A proposed tariff encouraging customers to use electricity during lower-demand periods illustrates the tension. Octopus Energy managers may prefer a limited trial followed by adjustment, while Tokyo Gas may seek approval from legal, billing, customer-service and technical departments first. The British team could view consultation as slowing innovation; the Japanese team could view rapid testing as an avoidable customer and reputational risk.
Hofstede et al. (2010) suggest that uncertainty avoidance influences preferences for structure and predictability. Japan’s higher score may therefore support detailed review, while long-term orientation may encourage attention to customer trust and reputation. However, greater caution should not automatically be attributed to Japanese national culture, because energy products involve billing, customer data, regulatory obligations, and essential services. Similarly, a preference for rapid experimentation may reflect Octopus Energy’s business model and competitive strategy rather than British culture itself.
Ashta et al. (2025) show that Japanese management practices can adapt through international interaction. The partnership could therefore separate reversible trials from high-impact decisions. Small technical tests could be delegated, while changes affecting tariffs, customer communication or regulation should require broader approval. This balances innovation with responsible risk management and clarifies which decisions can be tested quickly and which require wider organisational commitment.
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Tension may also arise over whose expertise carries most authority. Octopus Energy employees understand Kraken, digital products, and renewable-energy retail, while Tokyo Gas employees understand Japanese regulation, customers, and domestic operations. Problems emerge if one knowledge base is treated as more valuable.
A British software specialist may argue that a feature is secure and ready, while a Tokyo Gas customer-service manager believes it could confuse customers or increase complaints. If technical language dominates the meeting, the customer concern may appear less objective even though it may determine the product’s success.
Power distance may affect whether such concerns are raised. Japan scores 54, compared with 35 for the UK (The Culture Factor Group, n.d.). Japan’s higher power-distance score suggests that some Tokyo Gas employees may be more cautious when challenging senior managers or foreign specialists in formal settings, although professional experience, organisational role and personality may alter this tendency. Bojadjiev et al. (2023) connect cultural values with different communication behaviours, although these remain tendencies rather than universal rules.
Hierarchy can support accountability, but it becomes harmful when relevant knowledge does not reach decision-makers. Informal discussion can encourage participation, yet confident English speakers or technical specialists may still dominate. The joint venture should therefore separate organisational status from subject expertise. Meeting chairs should actively request views from relevant customer, regulatory and technical specialists before closing decisions, making disagreement part of risk management rather than a personal challenge. Private written channels should also be available where employees are uncomfortable raising concerns publicly.
[bookmark: _Toc237087536]6. Virtual collaboration, language, and agreement

Online meetings, written communication and time-zone differences may intensify misunderstanding because fewer informal signals are available. In a virtual meeting, a pause from Tokyo Gas participants could be interpreted as agreement or limited engagement. Employees may be translating information, consulting privately or waiting for a senior colleague to respond. If the British chair moves on quickly, silence may be recorded as acceptance even though approval was not given.
Hall’s framework shows why context matters, but virtual meetings remove some signals on which high-context communication depends. Levitt (2022) argues that intercultural competence is important because familiar behaviours can carry different meanings across cultures. English-language ability may also create imbalance. Octopus Energy employees may appear more confident because they are speaking their first language, while Tokyo Gas specialists may need longer to explain complex regulatory or technical concerns. Confidence should not be mistaken for expertise or agreement.
The joint team should therefore avoid treating the absence of objection as approval. Chairs should ask whether a proposal is accepted, conditionally accepted or still under consultation. Important decisions should remain provisional until confirmed in writing by the authorised person or department. This is particularly important where silence may reflect reflection, translation, or lack of authority rather than consent.
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The partnership needs a communication system designed around British technology and Japanese market knowledge. First, the companies should create a bilingual glossary covering Kraken functions, tariffs, customer-service processes, and Japanese regulatory concepts. This would reduce the risk of teams using the same term while attaching different operational meanings.
Second, proposals should be divided into technical, customer, regulatory and commercial sections, each reviewed by named specialists from both companies. A feature should not be considered fully approved simply because it passes technical testing; it must also be suitable for Japanese customers, compliant and practical for Tokyo Gas operations.
Third, the joint venture should maintain a decision log showing whether issues are approved, conditionally approved, awaiting consultation or require revision. It should record unresolved concerns, responsibility, and deadlines, reducing the risk that silence or cautious wording is treated as agreement. Meeting summaries should also be circulated for correction.
Technical materials should be circulated before meetings so Tokyo Gas can consult relevant departments and Octopus Energy can prepare clear explanations. Consultation should have agreed deadlines, while informal discussions could allow concerns to be raised before formal approval. Rotating meeting leadership could also reduce the influence of English fluency or technological authority.
Finally, cross-cultural training should use practical scenarios involving tariffs, Kraken updates, customer data and delayed approvals. Levitt (2022) highlights intercultural competence, while Zakaria and Ab Rahman Muton (2022) show that communication styles can adapt. The aim is to build shared rules balancing technological speed, local knowledge, and responsible risk management.

[bookmark: _Toc237087538]8. Conclusion

The analysis demonstrates that communication challenges within the Octopus Energy–Tokyo Gas partnership extend beyond general British–Japanese cultural differences. Hall’s high- and low-context framework explains why indirect wording, pauses and silence may be interpreted differently, while Hofstede’s dimensions highlight potential differences in individual judgement, uncertainty avoidance, hierarchy, and long-term orientation.

These differences could affect Kraken localisation, renewable-tariff development, and approval of customer-facing services. Octopus Energy may place greater emphasis on technological capability and experimentation, whereas Tokyo Gas could prioritise consultation, customer expectations and risk management. However, organisational culture, professional responsibilities, language confidence and individual experience may be as influential as nationality.

The partnership should therefore develop shared communication practices rather than expect either side to adopt the other’s style. Bilingual terminology, specialist review, clear approval procedures, written confirmation and realistic consultation deadlines can reduce ambiguity while protecting innovation and local expertise. Ultimately, combining Octopus Energy’s technological agility with Tokyo Gas’s knowledge of Japanese customers, regulation and operational risk could turn cultural differences into complementary strengths that support responsible innovation and long-term collaboration.
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