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 Applying Cultural Theories to Tesco’s Expansion from the UK to Japan (INTERNATIONAL MANAGEMENT AND COMUNICATION)

Multinational corporations need far more than funds or effective operational efficiency to penetrate foreign markets, but rather, deep cultural understandings and good intercultural communication. With increasing global retail competition, the management of intercultural differences constitutes a strategic capability. This essay focuses upon analysing communication difficulties faced by Tesco when operating between the United Kingdom and Japan. It applies major cross-cultural theories and research methodologies to understand the process of cross-cultural operations, specifically to find out how cultures contribute to international business: Hall’s High-Context and Low-Context Communication Theory (Hall, 1976), Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions Theory (Hofstede, 1980; Hofstede et al., 2010), and more general global management perspectives such as the Global Integration–Local Responsiveness (I-R) framework (Bartlett & Ghoshal, 1989). The essay investigates how cross-cultural differences impact communication styles, decision-making, leadership, and organisational practices. It furthermore investigates challenges arising through operating across national cultures. Offering theoretically sound preventive measures it seeks both organisational effectiveness and cultural integration.
Organisational Context: Tesco as a UK Multinational
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Founded in 1919, Tesco is one of the largest retailers in the United Kingdom and has followed international expansion strategies across Europe and Asia. Tesco’s key strengths include operational efficiency, strong supply chain management, customer data analytics, and private-label product development. Tesco originated in a liberal market with individualism, moderate power distance, and direct communication in the UK business environment. In the context of expanding in Japan, Tesco needs to deal with an entirely different socio-cultural and organisational setting as communication norms, hierarchy, and decision-making practices differ drastically from Tho.

Theoretical Framework 1: Hall’s High-Context and Low-Context Communication Theory

To provide a conceptual framework for how meaning is constituted and conveyed across different cultures, Edward Hall (1976) developed his high-context and low-context communication theory. In low-context cultures like the United Kingdom, communication tends to be explicit, direct and verbalised. The spoken and written messages are the focus, and the clear expectations, specific intent and contractual obligations are well-explained. Meaning lies mostly in the message itself, not in the context of others. As Hall (1976) argues, low-context societies depend on official communication systems with written agreements and clear instructions and documents, because interpersonal bonds are less likely to offer implicit interpretations. This supports the individualistic cultural norms identified by Hofstede (1980), where independence and individual responsibility facilitate direct expression and delineated roles. High-context cultures, such as Japan, on the other hand, draw heavily on implicit communication where meaning is built-in around networks of relations, common experiences, and nonverbal cues. Hall (1976) explains that, in such cultures, the speakers themselves internalise (as opposed to dictating) many of the meanings. There is great interpretive weight also on silence, tone, facial expression and situational context. Consequently, communication is indirect and nuanced, mirroring larger collectivist attitudes that favour social harmony and face preservation (Ting-Toomey, 1988). The Japanese concept of “wa” (harmony) strengthens that preference for subtle communication and avoiding confrontation without resorting to words. In intercultural scenarios low-context communicators demand explicit responses as opposed to high-context communicators believing all participants in interaction will be communicating based on what is understood regarding the context.
Application to Tesco UK and Japan
The UK is in the low-context culture bracket. The communication that is considered within Tesco UK is usually direct, formal, and explicit. Expectations are communicated clearly by managers, written contracts detailed, and feedback is given and received. Japan, on the other hand, is a high-context culture. Japanese business communication tends to be indirect and nuanced. Silence may mean disagreement or contemplation. Wa (harmony) prevents open confrontation. When managers from Britain’s Tesco interact with Japanese staff, there can be important communication implications with these cultures due to their differing cultural communication norms. As Hall (1976) noted, low-context communicators see messages primarily through the verbalization of explicit information; but high-context communicators rely on implicit meaning within relation-based as well as situational clues. Something common is the interpretation of indirect responses. In Japanese business discourse, expressions like “It may be difficult” often serve as polite refusals designed to maintain harmony and prevent confrontation. But for a British manager in a low-context field, this line of reasoning might be regarded as suggesting that difficulty is negotiable, not final disagreement. Divergences in interpretability may contribute to project delay and frustration because it creates misalignment in the expectation. A second issue involves feedback sensitivity. The direct criticism which is normalised within UK managerial culture may threaten “face” in Japanese organisational settings. Face Negotiation Theory (Ting-Toomey, 1988) suggests that collectivist cultures attach great importance to social harmony and the preservation of dignity. Public criticism might, thus, be construed as disrespectful or embarrassing and, hence, reduce motivation and trust among employees. Silence also can be misunderstood. In British managerial contexts silence can communicate disengagement or unpreparedness. In contrast, silence in Japan conveys respect, thought or careful consideration, in keeping with high-context communicative expectations (Hall, 1976). A misreading of silence as not caring might cause UK managers to undervalue the level of effort or capability of Japanese colleagues. To mitigate these problems, theoretically based interventions are necessary. Intercultural training initiatives can improve situational awareness, by instructing managers in both implicit language and non-verbal communications, and hence cultural intelligence (Earley & Ang, 2003). Paraphrasing and confirming ideas through a reflective listening practice reduces ambiguity through mutual comprehension. Feedback systems should be culturally context specific as well, emphasising private discussions over public criticism for face and relational harmony. There can also help with interpretation of subtle cues and the communication gap if bicultural managers or cultural mediators are used. Accordingly, Hall’s (1976) framework implies that relational sensitivity and contextual competence are essential to realize effective cross-cultural collaboration in multinational organisations. We have referred to Geert Hofstede's (1980) cultural dimensions model, a systematic approach that can be used to study how national ethnic differences impact organisational behaviour. One of the most relevant dimensions in the UK and Japan case of Tesco is power distance, which explains the degree to which weaker members of the organisation accept unequal levels of power. The UK has among the lowest power distance values, indicating that there are hierarchies and the rule of law is not strictly implemented. Management is generally available, and employees are empowered to share ideas, critique decisions and debate constructively. As such, open conversation, with its elements of participative and transparent management styles in Tesco’s UK operations, are commonplace within the organisation and it is also widely embraced by employees as positive signs of transparency and empowerment in the organisation. On the other hand, Japan has moderate to high power distance where hierarchical relationships, hierarchical status, seniority are structured within the organisation. Communication tends to be from downward rather than upwards and there is respect for authority. In public, subordinates are less likely than senior leaders to question their superiors as it may shatter the order of the group or be seen as an insult. Hofstede et al. (2010) argue that deference to authority is normal in higher power distance cultures and not indicative of disaffection. So, if UK managers want to see openness and immediate feedback at meetings, the Japanese employees will often go quiet or answer indirectly, not because they don’t have ideas but because cultural expectations make it hard to openly disagree. To lessen these problems, Tesco needs to establish organised channels of communication that are consistent with Japanese culture. Feedback systems that offer anonymous feedback can include pre-meeting consultations or anonymous feedback methods. This enables employees to express their opinions out in the open from all levels of management without risk to hierarchical norms. Smaller group chat could also help to build a safer psychological atmosphere for participation. Leaders of different kinds can benefit from such an intervention if leadership development programs are rooted in the theory of cultural intelligence (Earley & Ang, 2003) that is used to increase managers’ sensitivity of hierarchical awareness and modify leadership styles, but not at a price. Thus, by acknowledging the difference in power distance, Tesco can build more inclusive and culturally flexible communication to achieve its desired end in Japanese business environment.
Individualism vs Collectivism
By contrast, Hofstede (1980) states that the United Kingdom is very individualistic, performance systems focus on personal accomplishment and individual accountability. Japan also shows more collectivist tendencies by prioritising group harmony and organisational loyalty. At Tesco, simply introducing its own individual bonus scheme in Japan may weaken the solidarity of teams. Individual KPIs combined with team-based performance indicators in any hybrid appraisal model might better complement collectivist values whilst maintaining corporate performance expectations.
 Uncertainty Avoidance
Hofstede’s (1980; Hofstede et al., 2010) dimension of uncertainty avoidance indicates that Japan is highly risk-averse, prefers structured (or organised) processes, and prefers detailed planning. In these contexts, ambiguity is seen as threatening and organisations prefer to stay in structured systems with formal procedures and consensus. In contrast, the United Kingdom exhibits moderate uncertainty avoidance, allowing higher flexibility and an appetite for experimentation. For Tesco, an approach focused on quick and efficient innovation could encounter resistance in Japan, where stakeholders want a systematic approach that will be iteratively implemented. Pilot projects and staged rollouts of innovation will lower perceived risk and build confidence. With respect to masculinity, Japan ranks very high in this department, characterized by an emphasis on accomplishment, competition, and dedication to work. Performance is also important to the UK, but they are seeking a middle ground between competitiveness and ever greater emphasis on work-life balance. The division might rub up against tension should working long hours in Japan does not align with Tesco’s corporate wellbeing policies. When HR practices are tailored to local customs, while still upholding global standards of conduct, alignment is enabled while ensuring employee well-being.
LONG-TERMN ORIENTATION 

The long-term orientation dimension (Hofstede 1980; Hofstede et al 2010) is the extent to which societies place more importance on future oriented values, such as determination, ongoing investment and long-range planning above short-term outcomes. Overall, Japan is high on the long-term orientation, where the Japanese culture values gradual growth, long-term business cooperation and strategic patience. Japanese firms consider market stability, brand image and slow-paced development (kaizen) more important than short-term profits. Building relationships with suppliers, employees and customers is seen as an investment that maximises the longevity of the business and creates resilience within the organisation. In the UK, the picture is different, with strategic planning tempered by the need for greater short-term financial pressure. At Tesco, the result is something like quarterly reports, performance targets, investors’ demands for measurable short-term outcomes. When you are engaged in Japan, that kind of pressures can lead to friction at times when local managers prioritise relationship building and slow entry into the Japanese market over immediate profit. To alleviate such issues, Tesco might change the way it assesses performance in Japan with regards to market development milestones and financial ones over a long-term period. This could refer specifically to increasing customer loyalty, developing relations with suppliers, ensuring brand trust, and ensuring successful operational and business integration. Integrating strategic goals with Japan’s long-term orientation is more likely to generate local legitimacy, at the same time retaining the global corporate accountability and competitiveness.


Global Model: Integration–Responsiveness Framework
Bartlett and Ghoshal (1989) suggest that global integration demands global pressures while local responsiveness is necessary for a multinational organization to find a balance. It is referred to as global integration. According to the International Financial Review of Business Practices, global integration refers to the establishment of integrated systems, processes, and management practices across international subsidiaries to achieve efficiency, consistency, and economies of scale. On the other hand, local responsiveness focuses on adapting to the local cultural, institutional, or market conditions of the host country's micro-economy. Thus, Tesco's application of this framework can be very relevant as it pertains to transferring British principles of management over to Japan. Standardising Tesco’s UK communication styles and styles of leadership fully would inevitably have implications for cultural insensitivity found in Japan, which differs significantly in hierarchy, indirect communication and consensus-driven decision-making. On the other hand, a broad, global approach could undermine Tesco’s corporate identity, operational coherence and consistency for global branding. A transnational strategy, introduced by Bartlett and Ghoshal (1989), can provide a more balanced solution by incorporating global efficiency and local innovation. In practice, this would mean retaining Tesco’s rigid performance systems and strategic goals as they are in Japan but adjusting communication strategy to fit Japanese relational norms. Its hybrid nature is in service of organisational unity and cultural competence and will lead to cross-cultural efficiency and competitiveness in the long run. A significant issue with operating across national cultures, in addition to communication style, is it poses more organisational challenges for Tesco. As English is now the corporate language (although less so in some places), language gaps may even remain and subtle meanings, tone or other cultural influences can be misinterpreted. Ethnocentrism is another risk, where managers in the UK may feel that the practices used in a home country are the universal way to do the business (Perlmutter, 1969). Differences in decision-making speed, especially Japan’s consensus-based ringi system, might also slow adoption. In addition, Japan’s trust formation is relationship-based and long-term, while the UK tends to be contract-based and task-oriented.
Theoretical Underpinning for Mitigation
Cultural Intelligence (CQ)
Cultural intelligence (CQ) is one of the key capabilities for leaders acting across national borders. According to Earley and Ang (2003), CQ increases cross-cultural effectiveness because of these three integrated areas: cognitive, motivational and behavioural capability. Cognitive CQ for Tesco's leaders is learning about Japanese cultural norms, hierarchy, and communication styles. Motivational CQ indicates the ability to work with cultural differences and maintain intercultural interactions. Behavioural CQ needs to be able to adjust behaviour in a Japanese organisational setting (verbal and, more importantly, non-verbal behaviour) to fit the context. These skills combined allow UK and Japanese teams to engage with each other more appropriately. Face Negotiation Theory also stresses the value of maintaining social dignity in collectivist societies (Ting-Toomey, 1988). Tesco managers hence must consider less direct and relationship-focused means of preventing reputational harm and maintaining harmony. In addition, Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979) predicts in-group and out-group perceptions of both UK and Japanese workers. Building a common corporate identity can help stave off such fragmentation.
Critical Evaluation
Cultural differences are not obstacles; they are strategic resources. Japanese precision and long-term planning can enhance Tesco’s operational resilience. British innovation culture can stimulate differentiation in Japan’s competitive retail sector. But the lack of cultural frameworks woven into leadership practices can result in miscommunication, reduced morale, and strategic failure. While the theoretical models provide practical insights, they must still not be applied rigidly but dynamically.

Conclusion
Now the journey of Tesco in Japan is a clear indication that cultural differences are not peripheral but at the heart of organisational performance. Hall’s (1976) high-context and low-context paradigm highlights fundamental differences in communication patterns specifically indirectness, silence, and relational meaning. Hofstede’s (1980) cultural dimensions also unveil structural disparities in power distance, collectivism, uncertainty avoidance, and long-term orientation, all which impact on leadership expectations, decision-making, and employee engagement. The Integration–Responsiveness model (Bartlett & Ghoshal, 1989) emphasises the need for strategic convergence between global standardisation and local adaptation. The challenges Tesco faces hierarchical sensitivity, consensus-based decision-making, and risk aversion are not solvable by just procedural tweaks. They need both culturally intelligent leadership (Earley & Ang, 2003), adaptive communication systems, and hybrid organisational practices tailored to Japanese norms whilst ensuring Tesco’s continued strategic coherence. Good cross-cultural management is not about cramming the same message on the customers or losing their corporate identity. But it is making different sorts of cultural capital in the service of strategic advantage. By incorporating theoretical insight through managerial action, Tesco will transform cultural complexity into sustainable competitive advantage along with sustainable growth internationally.
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