
CROSS-CULTURAL COMMUNICATION CHALLENGES IN A UK-JAPAN PHARMACEUTICAL PARTNERSHIP
International Business Communications (LCBB6023)











Submitted by:
Hassan Abbas
2010829


Contents
1. Introduction	3
2. Theoretical Framework	3
3. Company Background: AstraZeneca and Takeda	3
4. Cultural Differences in Communication	4
4.1 High-Context and Low-Context Communication	4
4.2 Power Distance and Hierarchy	4
4.3 Individualism versus Collectivism	4
4.4 Uncertainty Avoidance	5
5. Real-World Examples of Miscommunication	5
6. Recommendations for Better Collaboration	6
7. Conclusion	7
8. References	7




















[bookmark: _Toc228998764]1. Introduction
When a British company and a Japanese company work together, they bring not just different business practices but also different ways of communicating. These differences can easily lead to confusion, delays, and even conflict if they are not understood and managed well. This essay looks at the communication challenges between a UK-based pharmaceutical company, AstraZeneca, and its Japanese partner, Takeda Pharmaceutical Company. The main idea is that the way people communicate is shaped by their culture. By using well-known cultural theories, this essay will explain why misunderstandings happen and how managers can bridge the gap. As Okonkwo (2025) points out, communication styles differ greatly between cultures, and leaders who ignore these differences risk damaging international partnerships.
[bookmark: _Toc228998765]2. Theoretical Framework
To understand communication between the UK and Japan, this essay uses two main ideas. The first is Edward T. Hall’s theory of high-context and low-context communication. Hall (1976) explained that some cultures rely on words alone to convey meaning, while others depend heavily on shared understanding, body language, and silence. The second idea is Geert Hofstede’s cultural dimensions, which measure national cultures along several scales. The dimensions most relevant here are Power Distance, Individualism versus Collectivism, and Uncertainty Avoidance (Hofstede Insights, 2024). Together, these tools give a clear picture of why British and Japanese colleagues can misunderstand each other so easily.
[bookmark: _Toc228998766]3. Company Background: AstraZeneca and Takeda
The UK is a global centre for pharmaceutical research, particularly in the area around Cambridge, Oxford, and London. British companies like AstraZeneca tend to have fairly flat organisational structures. Employees are used to speaking their minds, and meetings often involve open debate and direct questions. In the UK, saying what you mean is generally seen as a virtue.
Japan also has a highly advanced pharmaceutical sector, and Takeda is its largest company. However, the working culture is very different. Japanese companies are often built on strong hierarchies. Decisions are made slowly and carefully, with input gathered from many people before a formal meeting takes place. Keeping harmony within the group is extremely important, and direct confrontation is avoided. A partnership between AstraZeneca and Takeda is therefore a meeting of two very different professional worlds.
[bookmark: _Toc228998767]4. Cultural Differences in Communication
[bookmark: _Toc228998768]4.1 High-Context and Low-Context Communication
The biggest source of misunderstanding comes from the difference between high-context and low-context communication. Japan is a classic example of a high-context culture. In Japan, a lot of meaning is left unsaid. Silence can show thoughtfulness or disagreement, and a soft “maybe” can mean a polite “no”. As Nair and Vohra (2022) explain, in high-context cultures like Japan, maintaining social harmony is more important than direct verbal honesty. The real message is often found in what is not said.
In contrast, the UK is a low-context culture. British people generally expect messages to be clear and explicit. While the British can use humour and understatement, they still expect the main point to be delivered in words. A British project manager might say, “I need a final decision by Friday.” When the Japanese colleague replies, “We will try our best,” the British manager hears a promise. The Japanese colleague, however, is using tatemae, a polite public response that keeps the interaction smooth. The real, private feeling, or honne, might be that the deadline is unrealistic. Because this was not said openly, the British side is confused when Friday passes without a result.
[bookmark: _Toc228998769]4.2 Power Distance and Hierarchy
Hofstede’s dimension of Power Distance measures how comfortable a society is with unequal distribution of power. Japan has a higher power distance score than the UK. This means that in a Japanese company, rank and seniority matter a great deal. A junior scientist would rarely question a senior director’s opinion in an open meeting. Doing so would be seen as showing a lack of respect and could cause the senior person to “lose face” (Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner, 2020).
In the UK, the power distance is lower. While British society respects titles and experience, there is a strong culture of constructive challenge, especially in science. An AstraZeneca researcher is expected to debate ideas with their manager. When this British researcher challenges a Japanese senior leader in a joint meeting, the British team sees healthy debate. The Japanese team, however, experiences a breach of protocol. They may fall silent, not because they agree, but because they feel the British behaviour was disrespectful. The British side then wrongly believes that silence means consent (Meyer, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc228998770]4.3 Individualism versus Collectivism
Hofstede also identifies a clear gap in Individualism. The UK scores very high on this dimension, meaning British culture values personal achievement, independence, and individual responsibility. A British employee will often speak up for their own department’s interests and take personal credit for a solution. Japan, in contrast, is a collectivist society. The group’s success comes before the individual’s. The Japanese team works on a principle called nemawashi, which means informally discussing an idea with everyone involved before a formal decision-making meeting. This builds consensus and protects the group’s unity.
When the two sides meet, the clash is obvious. The British team arrives at a meeting ready to make a decision on the spot, pushing for quick approval. The Japanese team is not ready because the essential groundwork of nemawashi was not completed. They cannot agree to anything without consulting their broader team behind the scenes. The British view this delay as a sign that the Japanese are unwilling to commit. The Japanese view the British push for a snap decision as selfish and reckless, a sign that they do not care about the team’s shared process (O’Sullivan, 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc228998771]4.4 Uncertainty Avoidance
Uncertainty Avoidance refers to how a culture handles the fact that the future is unknown. Japan has one of the highest Uncertainty Avoidance scores in the world. This means Japanese businesses seek predictability. They want detailed plans, comprehensive data, and rigorous risk analysis before making a move. The UK has a lower score, showing a more pragmatic and flexible approach. British managers are often more comfortable with ambiguity and taking calculated risks (Hofstede Insights, 2024).
In practice, this creates a constant source of friction. A UK project lead might send a short email suggesting a change to a clinical trial protocol to speed up the process. They see this as efficient. The Japanese counterpart reads this message and feels genuine anxiety. The lack of supporting evidence and the request for a fast decision seem chaotic and professionally irresponsible. The Japanese side responds by asking for dozens of pages of supplementary data. The British side then interprets this as a deliberate block, an example of “analysis paralysis.” Both sides are acting rationally according to their own cultural programming, but the emotional reaction on each side is distrust and frustration (Warislohner, 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc228998772]5. Real-World Examples of Miscommunication
These theories are not abstract. They create real problems in the daily work of the AstraZeneca-Takeda partnership. Consider the monthly steering committee meeting. The British chair asks, “Does anyone have any concerns about the new safety protocol?” Silence follows from the Takeda team, so the minutes record full agreement. In reality, a senior member of the Takeda team was facing the wall, a subtle high-context signal that they were losing face and could not confront the chair. The “agreement” was a polite fiction, and the unresolved issues surfaced much later, damaging the project timeline.
Another example is the reporting style. The UK status report is concise and solution-focused: “Enrollment is slightly behind target, but two new sites are opening, so we will catch up.” The Japanese report on the same issue is long and detailed. It focuses on the problem, explaining all of the contributing factors and the careful process being followed to investigate it. This is a form of ho-ren-so (report, inform, consult), a standard Japanese practice of continuous, granular status updates to avoid any surprises for superiors (Choi, 2022). The British manager, reading the Japanese report, gets nervous because all they see is an in-depth focus on a problem, misreading the detailed communication as an alarm bell. The Japanese team, reading the short British summary, feels that their counterparts are not taking the problem seriously enough and are hiding information (Sahin and Sari, 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc228998773]6. Recommendations for Better Collaboration
To manage these differences, the Country Director should put clear processes in place. Firstly, a “no-surprises” communication protocol is essential. All major proposals should be sent to the Japanese team in a full written format at least one week before a meeting where a decision is needed. This allows time for the vital nemawashi process, so the formal meeting can be about confirming a decision, not making one from scratch.
Secondly, a cultural mediator can be invaluable. This role, ideally a senior manager with deep experience in both cultures, acts as a bridge. They can decode messages for both sides. They would help the British team understand that “this is very difficult” is a clear Japanese “no,” and help the Japanese team understand that a direct British question is not a personal attack, but a request for information.
Thirdly, the British team should be trained to look for meaning beyond words. They must learn that silence in a Japanese context can have many meanings and should not be instantly treated as agreement. The Japanese team, in turn, can adapt by giving a little more explicit verbal confirmation when they are truly happy with a plan, helping their British colleagues adjust their radar. Finally, the project reporting rhythm should balance the British need for brevity with the Japanese need for thorough, detailed documentation. This might mean having a short executive summary for quick updates, backed by a detailed appendix for the Japanese team’s risk management process. As Leung and Peterson (2022) argue, the most successful global teams are not those that eliminate cultural differences but those that create new, shared “meta-rules” for communication that everyone understands and follows.
[bookmark: _Toc228998774]7. Conclusion
The partnership between AstraZeneca and Takeda highlights a simple but important truth in international business: a message sent is not always a message received. The communication breakdowns explored here are not caused by a lack of intelligence or goodwill but by profoundly different cultural logics. The British style of direct, low-context, and individualistic discussion meets a Japanese style of implicit, high-context, and group-centred consensus-building. The resulting friction around timeliness, respect, and meaning can, if ignored, destroy a promising collaboration. By applying the insights of Hall and Hofstede, managers can understand the root of these problems. Through structured processes, cultural mediation, and a mutual willingness to adapt communication styles, the partnership can move from repeated misunderstanding to a truly productive and innovative working relationship. Cultural difference is a challenge to be managed, but once managed, it becomes a strategic strength.
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