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Globalisation of retail forms a multifaceted environment in which commercial success is determined not only by the efficiency of the supply chain or economies of scale, but also by the skillful management of intercultural relations (Hasanah, 2024). Tesco is a major player in the United Kingdom retail industry and offers an apt case study of international market failure due to its failed operations in Japan in the period between 2003 and 2011 (Japan Today, 2012). Although Tesco enjoyed a monopoly in the domestic and other European markets, the company was compelled to leave the Japanese market in eight years and suffered massive financial and reputation losses (‌Wood, 2011). This essay discusses the Japanese withdrawal of Tesco with the argument that the failure was because the corporate communication was not aligned with Japanese culture. It examines consumer insight and persuasion and reveals that high uncertainty avoidance is insensitive and preference of freshness over bulk buying is a weakened value. Applying the intercultural communication theory and the Tesco case, it proves that in the high-context and risk-averse markets, uncoded business models cancel out the strength of operations there completely.
[bookmark: _jtpk8ojr8b0d]Literature Review
There is a prior necessity to develop a theoretical framework based on intercultural communication and international business management in order to critically analyse the cultural friction that Tesco faces. The initial key point in this discussion is the contribution of Geert Hofstede, whose theory of cultural dimensions is used to analyse the differences in the consumer behaviour of nations (Greene, 2024). Specifically, the dimension of Uncertainty Avoidance Index (UAI) has a special place in the Japanese environment. According to Hofstede, Uncertainty Avoidance refers to how members of a particular culture perceive as threatened by ambiguity or the unknown ( CLEarly Cultural, 2025).  The cultures with high UAI like Japan are characterised by a high preference to structured rules, well-developed rituals, and recognisable amounts to reduce risk (Ge, 2024). This is translated into retailing as high dependence on the brand reputation, excellent service quality and product quality assurances. Introduction of an unknown retail model by a foreign party creates uncertainty, which needs to be addressed provided that the uncertainty is minimised by means of culturally competent communication and reassurance, otherwise the consumer is bound to decline the offer to preserve psychological comfort.
In addition, communication context suggested by Edward T. Hall provides an essential difference between the High-Context and Low-Context cultures (‌Yang, Hou and Arth, 2021). Japan is the ideal example of the High-Context culture, with implicit communication, having a high dependence on non-verbal communication, collective history, and building a relationship over time (Yoshino, 2020). The United Kingdom, conversely, and by extension, the Tesco corporate culture, is more of a Low-Context oriented culture, in which information is clear, straightforward and more or less transactional. Regarding the art of business persuasion, Samovar and Porter believe that intercultural competence stipulates the encoder of a message to encode it in a cultural manner that matches the cultural philtre of the receiver (Kamal Fatehi and Choi, 2025). When a retailer tries to persuade a High-Context consumer by Low-Context means, like trying to show him price efficiency rather than a sense of relationship trust, then the persuasion effort will not succeed. Gimenez goes even further with this by relating this to business communication that says that effective international communication involves not only a linguistic translation, but negotiation of meaning. The meaning of a supermarket varies in the retail industry depending on the location; in the UK, it can be a mecca of convenience and a way to save money, whereas, in Japan, it can be a quality and lifestyle custodian (Wang et al., 2022).
Lastly, there are the theories of consumer insight concerning the so-called Country of Origin Effect and the debate of adaptation-standardisation (Lingfang Fayol-Song, 2014). Although obsolete in the more mature study of the media, the Hypodermic Needle Theory of communication ironically reflects the impeccable error that many Western multinationals make: that a working business message (the magic bullet) can be injected into a foreign market with the same result (Robinson, 2024). Modern literature however stresses the fact that the habits of consumerism are culturally restrained practises. De Mooij tries to argue that consumption patterns are the cultural constant. The fact that the daily shopping of the homemaker as a part of acquiring fresh produce is not only a logistical requirement in Japan because of the smaller domestic storage but also a cultural activity due to the importance the Japanese place on freshness (shinsen). Thus, persuasion in this is necessitated by validation of these rituals instead of trying to interrupt them with efficiency-based models such as bulk purchasing which may face the danger of being culturally decoded as stale or low-quality.
[bookmark: _96y3xdrea70g]Main Analysis
The theoretical concepts of Tesco and its introduction and exit of the Japanese market demonstrate a deep lack of association between the strategic communication of the company and the Japanese cultural reality of the market (‌Son et al., 2018). In Japan, Tesco made its entry in 2003 with the acquisition of C-Two, a local chain of convenience stores which was struggling (‌Tesco Plc, 2025). Since the very beginning, there was confusion in the way the brand identity of Tesco was conveyed. Contrary to its entry to other Asian markets such as South Korea where it collaborated with Samsung to develop Homeplus, and thus borrowed local cultural capital to reduce uncertainty, in Japan, Tesco failed to create an individual and known identity. This is an indication of inability to deal with the Uncertainty Avoidance of Hofstede. Japanese consumers, being so intense to ambiguity, tend to have a preference towards long heritages of brands with good quality. Tesco was a cultural misfit even though it is a giant in Britain (The Independent, 2011). They did not spend much on the brand-building campaigns relying on the High-Context, emotional appeals to trust and quality, so they remained an ambiguous, and thus a dangerous, choice of the conservative Japanese shopper.
The greatest failure of persuasion, though, was the clash between the essence of the value proposition of convenience and bulk value of Tesco and the habit of the Japanese consumer to the so-called hop model, where consumers drive to the large stores to purchase both non- and perishable products at bulk. This model presupposes the Low-Context and utilitarian perception of food: food to power the week, bought in an effective way. Tesco tried to adapt these aspects of this version to Japan and provided processed foods and pre-cooked meals with the accent on the convenience. This however over-looked the fact that food in Japan was deeply culturally encoded. Japanese housewife, who is usually the key gatekeeper to household consumption, traditionally does shopping every day to maintain the maximum degree of freshness, which is an organised tradition of caring and quality which is rooted in the cultural demands (‌Hanley, 2023). Being the promoter of bulk purchasing and prepared convenience, Tesco was unintentionally sending the message of low quality. Food that is not bought on a daily basis is looked on in the High Uncertainty Avoidance culture. Tesco persuasion strategy built on price and efficiency whereas the Japanese consumer was listening to quality and safety. It was not only that the message was rejected, but culturally illegible.
Besides, the physical and integrated design of the environment and service, important non-verbal channels of communication in High-Context cultures, were not run properly. Japanese retail is defined by omotenashi (wholehearted hospitality) where the store appearance, lighting, and behaviour of the staff is carefully designed to indicate hospitality to the customer (CXG, 2024). According to the reports of that time, the stores of Tesco, including the ones that it purchased, the so-called Tsurukame stores, were seen as generally untidy, overly lit up in the harsh so-called discount fashion, and not as aesthetically polished as Japanese supermarkets usually are. The channel itself was corrupted in the Intercultural Communication terminology. The in-store atmosphere was transmitted to convey the image of cheapness, but not value. Whereas British consumers may be ready to take the utilitarian environment in trade of cheaper prices, Japanese consumers relate the environment with sincerity of the product. When the store is seen to be in poor shape or is simply functional, then the expectation is that the fresh produce will be of the same level. Tesco also missed the subtle information (kuuki wo yomu) of Japanese interaction and did not read the air that their store environment was not welcoming to their target demographic (‌Goldfingle, 2012).
Tesco responded slowly and superficially to strategic challenges, which reflected its inability to combine its organisational structure in the face of cross-cultural interpretation. Although later they tried to launch high-end format, "Tesco Express," to suit urban workers, the supply chain philosophy and product mindset were still based on the efficiency-first British (‌Wang, 2023). They did not critically analyse the market feedback loop. When Business English as a lingua franca (BELF) is used, and communication occurred between Tesco UK headquarters and Japanese management, the culture semantics was lost, although it is quite likely that the communication was conducted in English. The likely interpretation of low sales that was seen by Headquarters was the pricing or location problem (a Low-Context, data-driven interpretation) when the actual problem was that the culture itself was unwilling to accept the shopping experience (a High-Context, relational problem). Their decision to leave in 2011 was a concession to the fact that they were not able to convince the Japanese consumer to switch to the Tesco way of shopping. They found out too late that culture in international business was not something that can be controlled, but rather the atmosphere within which the business has to breathe (Wood, 2011). They had already tried to make the consumer suit the business, instead of shaping the business to suit the cultural practises of the consumer.
The limitations of the "standardisation" approach in global marketing are also highlighted by this failure. Tesco was counting on its global strengths and supply chain economies of scale, which presupposed that the rationality of low prices would have an international appeal. This corresponds to an objectively naive perspective of economics which does not consider cultural rationality (‌Hancox, 2024). In Japan, the decision to pay a more expensive price to have some beautifully packaged and very fresh apple would be a logical decision since it will fulfil the cultural requirements of safety, the norms of giving gifts, and aesthetic enjoyment. Purchasing a bag of six apples of lower price but may turn bad is irrational since it brings in wastage and uncertainties. The value proposition of Tesco was logically economic and culturally illogical. This failure to understand this difference was an intercultural competence failure. Not only did they not sell groceries, but they did not communicate the respect of the local style of life. As a result, Japanese people, and by being silent and non-engaging, exercising their power (which is the characteristic of High-Context refusal), merely turned silent until Tesco could no longer stay.
[bookmark: _z7dt8wl8gjhw]Conclusion
Therefore, the pull out of the Japanese market by Tesco in the year 2011 is one of the most vivid examples of the effects of intercultural incompetence in international business. It was a communication and cultural blindness failure rather than a capital or capability failure. Through the ethnocentric lenses, Tesco did not consider High Uncertainty Avoidance of Japanese customers who regarded the Tesco focus on bulk efficiency and Western-style convenience as one of the threats but not an advantage. The failure by the firm to interchange its persuasion strategies to fit the local rituals of freshness and high context service expectations made its value proposition fruitless. The Tesco experience failed to translate as the company was not in a position to decipher Japanese retail environment cultural semiotics. The implications of this case are far reaching as an international manager. It shows that the entry strategies in the market should be preceded by an in-depth, empathic integration in the host culture communication styles coupled with the consumer habits. Intercultural communication theories, including Hofstede dimensions and Hall context levels, are not abstract concepts developed in academia but useful risk assessment tools. The managers need to go beyond mere replication of brands into the local language and start to translate business models, which should be done in such a way that the essence of offer can be embraced by the internalised principles of the population. International business persuasion does not entail yelling a message louder, but learning to use the silent language of the local culture. The experience of Tesco demonstrates that this cultural fluency can make even the largest giants be washed away when they are in a foreign country.
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