1.Introduction
In the context of increasingly frequent global business exchanges, international business communication has become a key issue in cross-border commercial activities. It is not only a matter of cultural difference. It also involves how information is understood, how decisions are expressed, and how cooperative relationships are maintained. Previous research has shown that communication failure in international business is rarely caused by a single factor. Instead, it tends to build up through differences in cultural expectations, organisational routines, and ways of interpreting interaction (Srivastava, Singh, and Dhir, 2020). In this sense, cross-cultural business communication should be understood as an ongoing process of coordination (Kittur and Agarwal, 2024).
This essay focuses on Japan and examines the international business communication challenges that British firms may face when doing business there. Japan is chosen because business behaviour and decision-making in this context are strongly shaped by institutional background and organisational practices (Renou, Carraz, and Burger-Helmchen, 2023). This makes Japan a useful case for analysing communication risks in concrete business situations. In such situations, communication problems are not simply a surface reflection of cultural difference. They also involve how information is understood, translated, and judged in cross-language interaction (Couper and Piekkari, 2025).
As a reflective essay, this paper adopts Gibbs’ reflective model. I will identify different situations, compare possible response strategies, and revise my initial judgments through the process of analysis. First, I will examine several communication situations that British firms may encounter when doing business in Japan, and discuss how communication failure may arise in each of them and how it may affect business relationships. Second, I will consider a number of possible response strategies and critically compare them in order to judge which is the most suitable.

2. Background conditions of international business communication in Japan
There are several background conditions in Japan that directly affect business communication. A JETRO survey of foreign-affiliated firms in Japan shows that the most important attraction of the Japanese business environment is market size and growth potential, mentioned by 46.2% of respondents in 2024. This is followed by socio-economic and geopolitical stability at 39.1%, and well-developed infrastructure at 36.6%. As a result, Japan continues to attract foreign firms, and 54.2% of respondents in 2024 said that they planned to expand their business in Japan (Japan External Trade Organization, 2025). At the same time, practical challenges remain. In particular, foreign language communication continues to be mentioned as a major issue. A 2023 survey reported that technical staff and sales and marketing staff were the hardest to recruit, and insufficient foreign language ability remained a clear obstacle (Japan External Trade Organization, 2023). This means that continuing difficulties in foreign language communication can make relationship building, information transfer, and decision coordination more vulnerable to misunderstanding in international business settings. The following analysis should therefore be understood within this broader context.

3.Scenario 1: Initial business meetings and proposal discussions
3.1 Scenario Overview(Description) 
One likely communication situation for British firms entering Japan is the initial business meeting, where both sides introduce their companies, discuss a proposal, and decide whether a long-term relationship is worth developing. In an initial meeting, the two sides are not only exchanging information. They are also testing each other and beginning to build a relationship (Muehlfeld et al., 2025). In the first meeting, Japanese counterparts may appear positive and attentive, but they may not give a clear position straight away. Their relatively indirect responses may be misread by the British side as early agreement, which can lead to misunderstanding.
3.2 Initial Strategy Formulation (Feelings / Initial Thoughts)
My initial view was that the best way to handle this situation was to make communication more explicit. I first thought that British managers should present key points more directly, use simpler English, ask for clarification more quickly, and provide a clear summary at the end of the meeting. In my mind, this would reduce ambiguity.
3.3 Preliminary Strategy Evaluation (Evaluation)
Looking back, this first response now seems rather limited. It assumes that misunderstanding can be reduced as long as the message is clear enough. However, problems in cross-language business interaction do not only depend on whether information is transmitted accurately. They also depend on whether both sides interpret each other’s responses in similar ways (Ivanova-Gongne et al., 2023).
3.4 Theoretical Explanation and Strategy Revision (Analysis)
Hall’s theory of high-context and low-context communication is especially useful here. British business communication is often seen as more low-context, meaning that meaning is expected to be expressed more directly in words. Japanese business communication is more often understood as high-context, where meaning is also shaped by cues beyond the words themselves. At the same time, such differences should not be treated as fixed national traits, because cultural behaviour in markets is embedded in specific historical and social practices (Masuda et al., 2020), and needs to be understood in particular situations. Couper and Piekkari (2025) argue that cross-language business communication is better understood as the pursuit of mutual understanding rather than complete shared understanding. This means that clear expression should be combined with some tolerance for ambiguity. The quality of early interaction can also shape the basis of later relationship building (Chung et al., 2024; Akrout and Woodside, 2024), so it is especially important to handle this stage carefully.
3.5 Refined Strategy Choice (Conclusion)
In this situation, the better strategy is not simply to become more direct. It is to balance clear communication with sensitivity to context. British firms need to explain key points clearly, but they also need to pay attention to relatively indirect responses and leave space for the other side to reflect.
3.6 Future Communication Plan (Action Plan)
In similar meetings in the future, I would suggest that firms treat the initial contact as the beginning of relationship building rather than as a setting for getting an immediate, clear answer. In practice, they can send a short agenda in advance, present proposals in stages, and use follow-up emails to confirm understanding without putting pressure on the other side to respond immediately. If possible, a coordinator with bilingual ability or local experience should also be involved, especially in hybrid or online meetings, where subtle tone and contextual signals are easier to lose (Froese et al., 2025; Muehlfeld et al., 2025). In the longer term, firms also need to treat cross-cultural intelligence as a capability that can be gradually developed through practice (Mammadov and Wald, 2025; Wang et al., 2024).

4.Scenario 2: Negotiation, internal approval, and the pace of decision-making
4.1 Scenario Overview (Description)
A second likely communication situation is formal negotiation over specific project content. In this kind of situation, British firms often expect meetings to move clearly towards some kind of result. Japanese firms, however, may prefer to go through slower internal discussion, cross-department coordination, and risk control before giving a more definite answer. As a result, the British side may see delayed responses as inefficient or indecisive, while the Japanese side may view the British emphasis on speed as too hasty and even disruptive to a careful decision-making process.
4.2 Initial Strategy Formulation (Feelings / Initial Thoughts)
At first, I believed that British firms should deal with this kind of “delay” by asking for clearer deadlines, identifying the real decision-maker, and making sure that each meeting ended with a clear next step.
4.3 Preliminary Strategy Evaluation (Evaluation)
Looking back, this initial understanding was partly workable, but it still treated negotiation too much as a simple matter of process management. A very forceful style of pushing things forward may increase tension in the relationship and weaken the basis for later cooperation (Kittur and Agarwal, 2024). In contexts with greater cultural distance, more frequent and stable interaction can help reduce misunderstanding (Chung et al., 2024). This suggests that what really helps negotiation move forward is not just pressure, but the gradual development of enough interactional and coordinative conditions between the two sides.
4.4 Theoretical Explanation and Strategy Revision (Analysis)
In this situation, Hofstede’s cultural dimensions offer a strong explanation, especially the dimension of uncertainty avoidance. Masuda et al. (2020) explain that uncertainty avoidance refers to the extent to which people see ambiguous situations as threatening, and the extent to which they rely on rules and institutions to reduce that threat. In general, Japan is often seen as higher in uncertainty avoidance, while the UK is relatively lower. This helps explain why Japanese counterparts may hesitate more when a proposal is still incomplete, responsibility is not fully clear, or the British side asks for quick commitment. Although Japanese firms have gone through governance reform, their organisational practices still retain strong coordinating features (Asaoka, 2020; Renou, Carraz, and Burger-Helmchen, 2023). This means that slower responses or temporary non-commitment in negotiation may not simply be a matter of efficiency. They may also reflect further internal coordination over departments, responsibilities, and later consequences. At the same time, this difference can be strengthened by the way coordination works across organisations. Relationship quality between partners can affect coordination outcomes (Jiang et al., 2021; Jiang et al., 2025), and coordination across organisational levels also depends on how different units understand their own roles (Lee et al., 2020). Tian (2022) also suggests that in sensitive and high-pressure environments, organisations pay more attention to how they communicate. This further shows that communication in negotiation is not just a neutral process of moving things forward. It is an organisational practice that needs to be adjusted to the other side.
4.5 Refined Strategy Choice (Conclusion) 
In this situation, the better strategy is not to increase pressure but to shape communication as a staged decision-making process. For British firms, it is more useful to make the path towards a decision more workable and coordinated than simply to demand rapid commitment.
4.6 Future Communication Plan (Action Plan)
In similar negotiations in the future, I would suggest that firms leave time in the project schedule for internal discussion and circulation on the Japanese side. For larger proposals or matters that require formal approval, the process can also be broken into several smaller stages of confirmation, so that the other side does not face pressure to make a fully comprehensive commitment all at once. At the level of personnel support, if expatriate managers or foreign managers are involved, firms should not rely only on general cross-cultural training. They should also provide support that helps such managers become genuinely embedded in the local context and develop realistic adaptive ability (Lo and Nguyen, 2023; Gyensare et al., 2025). This situation shows that the communication strategy should be aligned with the other side’s decision structure, rather than shaped mainly by external pressure.

5.Scenario 3: Problem feedback and trust repair in ongoing cooperation
5.1 Scenario Overview (Description)
A third possible communication situation arises after cooperation has already begun, when delays, service problems, quality issues, or everyday coordination friction appear in implementation. The British side may prefer a more task-oriented and direct style of feedback, where the problem is identified quickly, and responsibility is made clear. Japanese partners, by contrast, may prefer to avoid overly open confrontation and to preserve continuity in the relationship while dealing with the issue. If both sides misread each other’s preferred style, the problem can develop into relationship-level mistrust.
5.2 Initial Strategy Formulation (Feelings / Initial Thoughts)
In this situation, I first thought that the British side simply needed to explain the problem directly, describe the consequences, and clearly demand corrective action. At first sight, any softer expression seemed likely to look vague or even evasive.
5.3 Preliminary Strategy Evaluation (Evaluation)
However, for an ongoing cooperative relationship, this view is still incomplete. Once insecurity in the relationship rises, it can intensify coercive power, dysfunctional conflict, and opportunistic behaviour (Human and Laubscher, 2025). This means that how a problem is expressed matters almost as much as the problem itself. Criticism that is too direct may damage the other side’s sense of security and trigger defensiveness. On the other hand, a response that is too indirect may stop the British side from judging the seriousness of the issue accurately, which can delay repair.
5.4 Theoretical Explanation and Strategy Revision (Analysis)
In this situation, Trompenaars’ theory offers a clearer framework, especially the dimension of universalism versus particularism. The first places more emphasis on dealing with problems through common rules, responsibilities, and procedures, while the second gives greater weight to concrete relationships, specific contexts, and the continuation of cooperation. For British firms, directly pointing out a problem and correcting it quickly may be seen as responsible and effective. In an ongoing cooperative relationship, however, Japanese partners may care more about whether the way feedback is given takes the relationship itself into account and whether it damages the atmosphere of cooperation more than necessary. For this reason, my original strategy of “state the problem clearly and then move on” did not fully consider the different priorities that each side may bring to the issue. Weber and Maurer (2023) argue that in cross-cultural cooperation, relationship repair and reassurance should not be treated as a substitute for formal cooperative mechanisms. The two need to work together. Nelson and Brown (2024) further show that trust recovery depends strongly on behavioural repair strategies. In other words, verbal explanation and reassurance alone are usually not enough. What matters is whether the other side can see concrete and visible corrective action. In this situation, the key is therefore to combine respectful feedback, visible correction, and suitable follow-up safeguards.
5.5 Refined Strategy Choice (Conclusion)
In this situation, the better strategy is not simply to insist on pointing out the problem directly. It is to adopt a response that combines relationship maintenance with practical repair. Problems should not be hidden, but neither should they be expressed in a way that unnecessarily damages the basis of cooperation.
5.6 Future Communication Plan (Action Plan)
In similar situations in the future, I would suggest that firms first use forms of communication that allow more room for explanation and interpretation. At the same time, verbal explanation should be followed by specific behavioural repair, such as adjusting the timetable, offering additional support, or putting clearer follow-up monitoring in place (Nelson and Brown, 2024). Firms should also avoid placing too much invisible translation and coordination work on host-country nationals, because although their support is important, it is not cost-free (Michailova, Fee, and DeNisi, 2023; Fee, Michailova, and van Bakel, 2025). In the longer term, firms should treat cross-cultural competence as an organisational capability that requires continued investment, rather than as a personal skill gained through one-off training.

6.Conclusion
This essay has shown that communication challenges between British firms and Japanese partners are not caused by cultural differences alone. They also result from differences in how meaning is interpreted, how decisions are made, and how relationships are maintained. Across the three scenarios, my reflection moved from simple initial assumptions to a broader understanding of communication. In the first scenario, I first assumed that clearer and more direct language would reduce misunderstanding. However, I later realised that initial meetings also depend on interpreting indirect signals and building early trust. In the second scenario, I first saw delayed responses as a problem of efficiency and process control. Reflection showed that they may also reflect internal coordination and a different approach to decision-making. In the third scenario, I initially thought direct feedback was the best response to problems. I later concluded that in ongoing cooperation, trust repair depends not only on clear words but also on respectful delivery and visible corrective action. Overall, this reflection suggests that effective international business communication requires flexibility, interpretation, and relational awareness rather than one fixed communication style (Couper and Piekkari, 2025; Kittur and Agarwal, 2024).

7.Recommendations
Several broader recommendations can be drawn from this analysis. First, firms should treat cross-cultural communication as an organisational capability, not just an individual skill. Second, British firms working in Japan should avoid assuming that speed and directness are always the most effective approach. In many situations, it is better to confirm understanding gradually and allow time for internal coordination. Third, firms should pay attention to relationship maintenance throughout the whole process, from the first meeting to later problem-solving. Finally, communication systems should be designed so that the burden of translation, mediation, and adjustment does not fall too heavily on individual employees. Overall, successful business communication in Japan depends on managing differences carefully rather than trying to remove them completely.
 
