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Britain and Japan: How the businesses of two nations can successfully collaborate

The purpose of this essay is to critically evaluate the challenges and sensitivities from a British perspective of doing business with Japan. The essay will be written in a reflective format, using Gibbs reflective model. The University of Edinburgh (2024) explains that Gibbs model is a six-stage reflective model designed to help people learn and plan from experiences that may or may not have worked out as intended. The six stages are: Description, which McLeod (2024) explains is a general overview of an occurrence, Feelings, which Main (2023) explains is all about the emotional response to the event, evaluation, which as The University of Cumbria (2020) explains, focuses on the good and bad of the experience, the analysis stage, which The University of Edinburgh (2024) explains looks at why things went good or bad, conclusions, which The University of Edinburgh explains is about what has been learnt as a result of the reflective process and an action plan which, Chanell (2023) explains, is all about how the approach to the situation will be handled in the future based on what has been found in the reflection. This essay will look closely at challenges that will be faced by a British business and sensitivities that may be required when working with a Japanese partner in the areas of Etiquette, how both nations function in business meetings and decision making and how humour is used by both parties.

Firstly, there was complications that arose because of differences in etiquette between Britain and Japan. The British party was slightly late to the meeting, Interacted more with members who spoke better English and greeted their Japanese counterparts with handshakes, which makes sense, as Case (2024) shows, handshakes are a common greeting in Britain. The Japanese partners took some offence to British behaviours. Cristina et al. (2017) say the following: “Professionalism and respect for business parties is shown with using a proper business etiquette, which from the first beginning, creates not only a strong first impression, but it also consolidates relations.” It would be natural for a British business then to be concerned when these issues appear as it could mean that the business relations could be weaker as a result.
Whereas, The British Party was barely late and there were attempts to be polite, Speaking more to other members of the party than others could be seen as ignorant and Hirota et al. (2023) recognize that Japan are a collectivist nation states that “Japanese conform to their groups both at workplaces and at home because they consider that cooperation with other group members will result in greater achievement” If the whole group is not participating then the Japanese may miss out on the greater achievement they have set out for, this could also make them lose faith in the British business as a partner.
According to Rodgers (2020) In Japan, shaking hands is reserved for close relationships and in business environments bowing is the most ideal way to greet one another. Crane (2023) explains that being on time is very important, it is advised you try to be early, the well-designed  public transport systems will be of help in this scenario, Crane (2023) explains that the most senior members of team are to be addressed with respect and that there is little point talking to the best English speaker as they will likely be lower down in the hierarchy, failing to address the senior members on top of ignoring certain team members will see the British business in a very unfavourable situation at this point. Lastly, Crane (2024) advises that British businesses exchange business cards with the Japanese business, the seniormost member should receive the card first and should feature both English and Japanese language, this is said to provide opportunities for advantage.
Overall, the British business need to work on their etiquette when working with Japanese business partners as they seem to be unaware of the cultural differences between them and this could potentially mean a fruitful and long-lasting relationship is jeopardised. Moving forward the British retailer should prepare to arrive slightly early to any business meetings, bow when greeting their partners, show the necessary respect to the senior members and provide business cards as well as any important documents.

Secondly, When in business meetings with the Japanese partners the UK had not prepared a presentation, had not structured their data into documents, and had briefly covered the points in the agenda, although points were covered one by one. The British business had entered the discussion having more intention on creative brainstorming and did not look to everyone for their input on decisions. After these few meetings, The Japanese partners felt that there should have been more inclusivity in the discussion and decision making and did not appreciate the lack of structure and organisation.
The British companies want to get the most out of these meetings with their Japanese partners and felt disappointed to find out that the Japanese were dissatisfied with how the meeting was conducted, they intend to rectify their errors so that meetings are more effective in future.
The British business did not do everything wrong in this interaction, however. Karowila (2022) observes that Japan is a sequential culture and Madagwua and Igwe (2018) explains that the UK is a sequential culture, furthermore they explain that this means things are approached procedurally, tackling tasks one by one, So the British will not have to change the order in which they approach tasks to work well with the Japanese business. However, there is still a lot that a British business will have to learn to do if they want conditions to improve. Okamoto (N.D.) talks about the nature of Japanese business meetings and states that Decisions are made in the long term, so there may be multiple meetings before anything is concluded and hosts should not be pushed to make a decision, The Japanese are not direct with their statements, they will not directly say no but could say they will think about it which means the same  and that documents should be prepared. It would make sense for there to exist some language barriers as there exist differences in contextual language. Denomme (2024) lists Japan as a high context culture and the UK as low a context culture. Leotescu (2023) explains that high context cultures there will be more use of subtlety, as we can see by the hints that are given by Japanese businesses in meetings, Leotescu (2023) also finds there is a reliance on shared backgrounds and experiences, such as mutual ethnicity, the messages of these cultures are clear to those who are already embedded in these high context cultures, and not so much to low context cultures where messages are much more explicit and unambiguous. Understandably, The British business may miss out on some of these messages due to cultural differences, if a relationship with the Japanese partner is to be long lasting, then maybe the shared history of the two parties may mean that the British business can understand some of the messages the Japanese partners try to convey, but the Japanese party could also be understanding of these barriers and try to accommodate to the low context culture of a British business.
Landis (2018) explains that Japan is a country with a high uncertainty avoidance they will want to cover every basis so that all is understood. This is another reason why documents need to be brought to meetings and why they should be well structured, so that the necessary information is there for the Japanese party, This is likely why the Japanese business was irritated by brushing over the pointers of the meeting as they probably wanted more depth into what the meeting was supposed to cover.
Regarding, the issues with only addressing certain members in these meetings, It is likely this offended the Japanese partner due to the importance of Nemawashi. Kirk et al. (2024) explains that in Japan catching employees off guard with an idea is more likely to cause resistance and that Nemawashi can help resolve these issues, so it will be relevant to the British party in this scenario.
Kirk et al. (2024) explain that Nemawashi involves meeting with key stakeholders ahead of any meeting in hopes of garnering more support for an idea so that it has greater support in the initial meeting, the involvement of all key stakeholders also shows that there is an importance placed on consensus-based decision making. 
The British business needs to be aware of the nuances in language in Japan, the need for clarity in business meetings, the importance of Nemawashi and the importance of consensus-based decision makings. Moving forward the British party need to be aware of the different contextual language they have and try to gain a greater understanding for the high context culture in Japan, be more prepared for meetings by arranging well-structured documents, spending time explaining items in detail, embracing Nemawashi and not to rush meetings and accept it may take a while to achieve the desired result.

Lastly, The British party used much of their own style of humour in these business meetings with the Japanese business, such as, as described by The English Coach (2021), self-deprecating jokes, teasing and understating. These jokes were misunderstood by the Japanese party and lead to a lot of confusion and was found to be inappropriate in this meeting, it led to the Japanese partners questioning whether the British would consider this a serious business relationship.
The British were ashamed of themselves for establishing a negative reputation with the Japanese partner, they were only trying to build a personal relationship with the partners as they thought it advantageous. Houston (2019) found that social interaction in the workplace can lead to innovation, improve a groups performance as a team and will see greater engagement from employees. They think it wise in future to be careful with using humour and that they should try and gain a better understanding of Japanese humour. 
It is largely a translational issue, Stadler (2019) mentions that humour is used in Japanese business as a means of building upon relationships and resolving conflict was mostly found to be used by middle management and junior workers, so the British business was not wrong to use humour, but it was the humour they used that was problematic.
According to Adobe Express (2024) The British like to use ‘Banter’ which can involve insulting another party, It is said that a strong relationship with someone before using this humour. The Japanese business does not know the British well, so understandably what could be viewed by the British as friendly and fun can be misinterpreted by the Japanese partner as a genuine insult. 
Baker (2022) explains that Japanese humour is more related to the unrealistic, featuring more portrayals of characters and picturing the unrealistic rather than using personal stories and stances, From what the English Coach (2021) describes above, British humour seems to be more personal, this may be why some of the humour, such as the aforementioned self-deprecating humour is not enjoyed, as it relates to the person and is too realistic for the Japanese to enjoy.
Evans (2021) mentions that Puns are also a big part of British humour, explaining that a pun “uses the different meanings of a word or similar-sounding words for humour”. Rossis (2020) explains that puns are generally language specific and rarely can be translated. Using Puns with the Japanese party are likely what created confusion as they simply will not understand the joke that the British are trying to convey.
Adobe Express (2024) also talks of the use of Sarcasm in British humour, where one thing is said but another meaning is expressed. In a source by Rudlin (N.D.) it is demonstrated that it is not wise to push the boundaries when it comes to cultural values, it was seen in this source that the Japanese party did not take well to their value on hierarchy and requirement of harmony being taken for a joke. This may be one example of a style of humour that should be avoided altogether.
Overall, The British business is seemingly unaware of how their style of humour is perceived by The Japanese. The use of Banter requires a stronger relationship, Puns do not translate well, Sarcasm can do more harm than good and In general, Japanese humour is more obscene and less real world than British humour. Moving forward the British can use banter, once they have established a good enough rapport with the Japanese, however, puns and sarcasm should be avoided altogether. Perhaps the British could try to learn more about Japanese humour and incorporate it into their business practices, Ultimately, the humour used needs to be enjoyed by all involved or it can waste time and create unnecessary issues.

To Conclude, The British Party have several areas in need of adjustment when it comes to business with the Japanese. The British need to ensure their general etiquette is suitable for Japanese business, They need to make sure they bow when greeting, have business cards that they can exchange, arrive on time and respect the collectivist nature by ensuring all team members are addressed. When conducting business meetings, the British need to work with the Japanese to overcome their differences in use of contextual language, however, in time, if they establish a long-lasting relationship, this issue may subside. Japan is a high uncertainty avoidance culture, The British can facilitate this by preparing documents that cover all details, meaning the Japanese can rest assured that nothing is left to chance, and The British should embrace the principle of Nemawashi, this will enable them to garner greater support for their ideas. Lastly, whereas humour can be a useful tool, British humour does not translate too well to Japanese culture, Puns are not suitable, and Sarcasm can be misinterpreted as an offensive remark and ‘Banter’ is only useful when a rapport has been established, which, at this point, it has not and so the British should refrain from using it yet.
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