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Introduction

Globalisation has introduced a significant proportion of interdependence between economies and organisations and as a result of this, there is increased cooperation between businesses, set up in different cultural set ups. The need to coordinate, minimise misunderstandings and enhance overall organisational performance makes it imperative to have effective cross-cultural communication as firms go global (Thapliyal and Joshi, 2022). These differences in communication, values and behaviours in the work environment can pose issues which directly translate into efficiency and decision making during multinational relationships. This essay will look at Tesco, a multinational retail company based in the UK and Toyota, a global automotive company based in Japan in the light of cross border business activity. It analyses the ways of misunderstanding in multinational cooperation under the impact of differences in the communication styles of the teams developing in the UK against that in Japan. These cultural differences are examined and explained by the Hofstede Cultural Dements Theory and the theory of High-Context/Low-Context Communication of Hall. The question schemata are upheld to critically examine the effects of cultural difference on workplace communication, coordination and interaction among the team members within an international business environment.

Main Body

UK and Japan Cultural Background (Tesco vs Toyota) 

It is necessary to comprehend the culture in which business is created to get to know how the communication styles are formed, and what impact it has on international cooperation. In this case Tesco (UK) and Toyota (Japan) are two highly globalised firms that are affected by two highly different cultures, which significantly leads to the workplace communication and decision making. At Tesco, the business environment is in the low-context communication culture in the UK. Communication is usually explicit, direct and it is much more dependent on explicit information, as opposed to connotation. The staff is normally supposed to express their opinions freely, ask questions and seek clarifications in order to prevent ambiguity (Gabelica and Popov, 2020). The UK in a Hofstede sense is very individualistic (approximately 89) i.e. with a high emphasis on personal responsibility, autonomy as well as individual choice. This helps in a task-oriented approach to business where outcomes and efficiency are valued more than indirectly establishing relationships. The decision making processes are generally comparatively quick and the managers have the power as to make operating decisions without a lot of consultation. The hierarchies are casual and through relaxed leadership and unrestrained communication channels, prompt feedback and problem solving is promoted. Toyota on the other hand is a high-context company with high-context communication where meaning has many times been conveyed with non-verbal implications and is grounded to the relationships and the tone rather than to stating the meaning. The theory by Hall points out that in Japan communication is more indirect and needs to be interpreted and the situation should be taken into consideration (Wang and Haapio-Kirk, 2021). Hofstede dimensions also suggest the existence of a collectivist culture in Japan (the score on individualism is 46) whose underlying values are created towards group harmony and agreement rather than individual opinion. 

This is contained in the ringi system, a structured decision-making process which is based on consensus, a system which gives the consensus of decisions before a final decision-making. Japan is also characterized by high uncertainty avoidance level (around 92) suggesting that the propensity towards well-structured processes, detailed planning and reduction of the risks is also observed. Moreover, Toyota has a very strong organisational culture based on the neurisical respect and the principle of the so-called wa (harmony) where preserving a unity in a group is more significant than overt conflict. As a result, the communication is bound to be indirect, courteous and entirely dependent on non-verbal communication and situations (Sahba Zojaji, Červeň and Peters, 2023). These differences create, to a large extent, the divergent expectations of the intelligibility of communication, speed and decision-making practices.

Theoretical Framework (Hofstede + Hall) 

The Hofstede Cultural Dimensions is a convenient set of theories of explaining how the cultural peculiarities of a nationality influence the work behaviour and communication in large multinational corporations, such as Tesco and Toyota. Individualism-collectivism is one of the dimensions. UK is an individualistic nation, which means that employees at Tesco are encouraged to take personal ownership, express opinions and concentrate on personal achievement. On the other hand Japan is a collectivist culture, employees at Toyota are interested on group harmony, collective responsibility and consensus making (de Souza Sant’Anna, 2025). In practice, this implies that UK managers might want prompt individual response to meetings, whilst Japanese teams might want to discuss the issue internally, and then offer their joint decision-making slowing down.

The other dimension that is of significance is power distance. In UK, power distance is significantly low and, therefore, this low power distance establishes a less hierarchical organisation structure and reduced communication between the managers and employees. This encourages free communication and speedy resolving of problems. However, Japan is characterized by more power distance, where rank respect is the key to a society, and junior workers will not go against the top management nor take direct actions against it. This can cause confusion within a Tesco-Toyota partnering business whereby the managers in UK can perceive that the Japanese are not saying no but are being wary in their rank or they simply may not be saying anything to a person in an open manner.

Uncertainty avoidance, the third dimension is also high in Japan, as opposed to UK (Yi, 2021). The Japanese organizations, like Toyota, are actually known to hold on to systematic steps, detailed planning and diminish risk. In contrast, the UK businesses are more relaxed about uncertainties and they are more flexible. The difference could be a source of tension in the joint projects because the UK teams could desire to move faster and Japanese teams could wish to explore all alternatives before they choose to undertake an action. Hall has also accredited these differences in communication to the theory of High-Context and Low-Context. The UK is a low-context society, where the communication is clear, explicit and information is clearly communicated. Japanese however is a high context culture, meaning is normally connoted, obscure and it is open to non-verbal messages and popular knowledge. This can lead to shortcomings of Tesco-Toyota partnership since straightforward UK communication is perceived to be rude and Japanese indirect communication as unresponsive or ambiguous.

Critical Analysis of Communication Differences 

The communication gaps between Tesco (UK) and Toyota (Japan) influence the team a great deal in a joint venture as there is great impact on the coordination, decision making and management of the projects by the team in an international business environment. One of the significant ones is the difference in communication styles of direct and indirect. Clear and explicit instructions are the norm in Tesco and messages are generally taken at face value by Tesco managers. This helps to maintain good performance and reduce ambiguity on performance of tasks. However, Toyota operates in a culture of implied communication whereby there is a lot of unspoken communication where differences of view are expressed in a subtle manner to maintain a peaceful environment. Consequently, the indirect responses might be taken by UK teams as acceptance therefore creating incompatible expectations. The speed of decision making is the other key difference. Tesco tends towards rather a fast decision making style in which the managers are mandated to make operational decisions in a fast and independent manner. Toyota, in its turn, is based on the consensus-based approach in which the decisions are negotiated at various levels and approval is reached before making the final decision. This ensures uniformity in the organisation but is most likely to impede the project schedules. This disparity can result in the disillusionment of a collaborative project by UK teams with speed as the foremost factor, and Japanese teams with only accuracy and agreement as the much-needed elements.

Communication behaviour is also affected by hierarchy and organisational structure (Farrell, Bochatay and Kim, 2021). Tesco has quite a flat hierarchy, which promotes open communication of employees with managers. Workers are always at liberty to express views or argue issues. Conversely, Toyota has a more top-down organization in which respect to seniority plays a role, and junior workers might not be able to stand up to high-level management. This may result in misconception of silence as consent by the UK managers who may be receiving silence in the form of cultural deference or unwillingness to speak. Lastly, there is a great difference in the feedback styles. Tesco will be forced to turn to immediate feedback that is performance-focused and transparent. Toyota, in their turn, make the use of indirect feedback and they are oriented to not being caught out and maintaining the harmoniousness of the group (Basu and Miroshnik, 2021). This difference can result in a communication atmosphere whereby, one can be perceived to be being too strict even as he communicates in Japan and, also, someone may be perceived to be too vague when communicating in the UK. All these differences, in general, point to the fact that the issue of communication in the international business is entrenched and is very closely tied to the cultural values and not merely due to the language difference.

Business Implications 

Intercultural communication between Tesco (UK) and Toyota (Japan) may pose serious problems in the functioning of multinational cooperation. One of the main impacts is that it will cause disconnection in communication between meetings where direct communication style of the UK teams will be in conflict with indirect and context-dependent communication style in Japan. It can result in lack of clarity in expectations, misconstrued negotiations and indomitable disputes, reducing the effectiveness of coordination levels. The other important implication is the lower level of project efficiency, since the speed of decision-making impacts the alignment of the workflow. The difference between Tesco and Toyota in their individual and consensus-based decision-making processes is that faster decision-making occurs at Tesco than decision-making at Toyota, which can be time-consuming due to joint-making. Such inconsistency can undermine a timely implementation of the project and lower the levels of responsiveness to markets in congestive markets (Cano-Martínez, Quijano-López and Fuster-Roig, 2025). 

In addition, it can slow down the product development cycle due to lack of speed in getting approval, which can be occasioned by a lack of clarity between teams. This is especially crucial in innovation-based industries where the time-to-market factor is crucial. In addition, there might be a cross-border supply chain problems due to a lack of comprehensible communication expectation. To illustrate this point, when Tesco and Toyota go into a joint venture in the area of logistics, the velocity at which UK teams want to get their approvals and the pace at which consensus making Japanese teams utilize a system known as a ringi requiring more widespread acceptance before action can be taken can yield sluggish outcomes. Holistically, it can reduce the effectiveness of operations and the quality of the cooperation with the other countries in case these challenges are not addressed.

Recommendations 

In order to enhance communication effectiveness between Tesco (UK) and Toyota (Japan), there are a number of practical strategies that need to be employed to minimize the impacts of misunderstandings and increase results in collaboration. Firstly, the teams should be provided with cross-cultural training programmes to improve their knowledge of high versus low-context of communication (Khadka, 2025). This would assist the employees to realise that there was a difference in interpretation which diminishes chances of miscommunication during meetings and written communication. Secondly, losses arising during translation would be minimal as bilingual project manager/cultural mediators would go a long way in ensuring the meaning is translated across the teams. Such positions are crucial in preventing ambiguity in technical and managerial communication.

Thirdly, the importance of introducing the ordered communication protocols is vital (Roldán-Gómez et al., 2022). Regular records, report meetings and well defined reporting systems would ensure that both the teams understand the decisions, responsibilities well. Also, a hybrid decision making model must be adopted, integrating fast decision-making of Tesco to consensus based decision making of Toyota. This would strike a balance between efficiency and inclusiveness and minimise delays in approvals. Finally, to increase transparency, consistency and real-time communications, both organisations should standardise the use of digital collaboration tools (Slack or Microsoft Teams). Together it is these which would lead to the introduction of more co-ordination, reduction of misunderstandings and increase of the attainment of global cooperation.

Conclusion

Lastly, when there is a lot of difference and disparity in between Tesco (UK) and Toyota (Japan), a large portion of that difference could be attributed to the theory of High-context and Low-context developed by Hall and cultural dimensions created by Hofstede. Were the UK is a low-context and an individualistic culture, the communication is focused on simplicity, conciseness and promptness and Japan a high-context and a collectivist society the areas of focus are direct communication, consensus and respect to a hierarchy. These differences per se will influence how the messages will be understood, the decisions will be reached and the relationships of the teams within a multinational environment. Misunderstanding of the communication styles adopted by these two parties can lead to sluggish decision making process, inefficiency and lack of coordination in joint business activities. The differences in expectations in terms of speed, clarity and feedback as it has been demonstrated can negatively affect teamwork within the international team unless they are handled in the right way. It is therefore evident that multinational co-operation is an important aspect that requires cultural intelligence. 
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