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Global partnerships have expanded rapidly over the past couple of decades, primarily driven by technological developments, which have brought together many different cultures. Companies from different countries are placed in a position where they need to develop strategies targeted at mitigating possible miscommunications or misunderstandings. Successfully navigating these cross-cultural communication challenges, which encompass variations in communication directness (Hall, 1959), hierarchical expectations (Hofstede, 1980), and attitudes towards time, remains crucial for effective international collaboration.
This report aims to analyse the impact of social and cultural differences in a hypothetical case study between two companies located on opposite sides of the world: one from the United Kingdom and the other from Japan. For our case study, an organization from the UK is exploring a partnership with a Japanese organization to introduce fashion inspired by global trends into the Asian market. Marks and Spencer, also known as M&S, a prominent UK retailer that has been expanding into over 70 international markets and has operations generating revenue that exceeded £10 billion in 2024 (M&S, 2024), will be looking into a partnership with a retail giant in Asia, Aeon from Japan. Aeon is also renowned for its chain of malls throughout Japan, and even more so in the Asian markets, having almost 18,000 store/locations, and around 600,000 employees internationally (Aeon, 2025).
Furthermore, the report will evaluate the differences in communication styles between the UK and Japanese teams, and it will investigate strategies including negotiation strategies, team dynamics, project management, and performance evaluations. Ultimately, this report argues that understanding and addressing cross-cultural communication issues is essential for international business partnerships like M&S and Aeon to work well and achieve their goals.
[bookmark: _Toc194231895]2.Background and Introduction to the Market strategies
[bookmark: _Toc194231896]2.1. Market/Region and the Business Environment
The United Kingdom is renowned around the world for its important roles in international trade, shaping global economies and influencing trends. The UK has maintained its status in the financial sector despite uncertainties from Brexit, where many analysts predicted a negative impact; however, London has shown resilience, remaining a major global financial hub (Kalaitzake, 2021), being a home for major multinational banks like J.P. Morgan (JP Morgan, 2021), or Deutsche Bank. Relaxed market policies are generally advantageous for businesses wanting to enter their market, and this is positioning the country in a positive light ensuring long-term stability, regardless of economic uncertainties that may still arise from the complexities of Brexit (Chu and Kovacevic, 2025). This has necessitated companies to adapt and implement different strategies to remain competitive while navigating these post-Brexit challenges. 
On the other hand, Japan is also a big player in the global market, infiltrating large economies with its manufacturing capabilities, especially in the car manufacturing and electronics industries. Companies such as Sony, Toyota, and Panasonic produce high-quality products that dominate the global markets, and the technological developments has made Japan also the leader in robotics and automation (De Togni, 2024). Businesses worldwide are seeking partnerships with Japanese companies, which can present challenges for foreign companies unfamiliar with the nuances of Japanese business practices. The country has a well-established business culture, with the Japanese concept of "wa" playing a central role in Japanese business practices, representing group loyalty and consensus on which trust is built (Alston, 1989). In many Japanese companies, decisions are often made through a consensus-based approach, with input gathered from various levels of the organization, and the final decision is typically made by senior executives (Ström and Vadi, 2023). Another example of Japanese business practices is the exchange of business cards, also known as “meishi”, a formal and important practice, these are always presented with both hands, and care must be taken when receiving and handling them.
[bookmark: _Toc194231897]2.2. Cultural Background of United Kingdom and Japan
In the UK, communication tends to be direct and task-oriented, reflecting a society that values individualism (Hofstede, 2010). This emphasis on individualism has deep historical roots, evolving over centuries through movements like the Enlightenment, which promoted individual rights and freedoms, and the Industrial Revolution, which fostered a competitive and achievement-oriented culture (Smith, 1776). These historical forces shaped a communication style that favors clarity and directness, with individuals expected to express their opinions openly, particularly in professional settings. This directness is often perceived as efficient, minimizing ambiguity and promoting clarity in decision-making and problem-solving. Hall (1976) would characterize this as a "low-context" communication style, where meaning is primarily conveyed through explicit verbal communication. A clear example of the UK’s direct communication style is the handshake, a common practice during business greetings. The handshake is typically brief, firm, and to the point, serving as a formal yet straightforward way to establish rapport and indicate mutual respect (Dignen & McMaster, 2013). Historically, British political culture has valued open debate and clear articulation, with figures such as Winston Churchill epitomizing the art of direct communication in both speech and public policy (Churchill, 1941).
Japan places a strong emphasis on group harmony (wa) and respect for hierarchy. These values are deeply ingrained in Japanese culture, with historical roots in Confucianism, which emphasizes social harmony, respect for elders and authority, and the importance of group cohesion (Benedict, 1946). The long history of rice cultivation, which required communal cooperation, further reinforced the importance of collective effort and interdependence (Nakane, 1970). These cultural influences have resulted in a communication style that is typically more indirect and contextual (Hofstede, 2010). Japanese communication, characterized by Hall (1976) as "high-context," is often nuanced, with much of the meaning conveyed through non-verbal cues (e.g., facial expressions, tone of voice) and the surrounding context (kūki yomi - "reading the air") (Dignen & McMaster, 2013). The importance of avoiding conflict and maintaining harmonious relationships means that direct confrontation or criticism is often avoided, with indirectness and ambiguity used to preserve "face" (face-saving). A distinctive example of Japanese cultural norms is the bowing (ojigi) that occurs during business greetings. The depth and duration of the bow vary depending on the level of respect and formality, with deeper bows indicating greater respect, especially towards senior leaders or higher-ranking business partners (Scroope, 2021). Unlike the firm handshake in the UK, bowing is a more subtle, ritualistic gesture that reflects a broader cultural emphasis on humility, respect, and hierarchy in social as well as in business interactions.
[bookmark: _Toc194231898]2.3. Marks & Spencer and Aeon Collaboration
The hypothetical case study aims to analyse cross-cultural communication challenges in international business partnerships and sets the scenario which involves Marks & Spencer (M&S), a UK-based multinational retailer, and Aeon Co., Ltd., a retail conglomerate from Japan. These two companies will explore a partnership for introducing fashion inspired by global trends to the Asian market (Deresky, 2017).  Fundamental cultural differences can manifest in various aspects of the M&S and Aeon partnership. For example, decision-making processes might diverge, with M&S favouring a more rapid, top-down approach, while Aeon may prefer a slower, consensus-driven model (Lewis, 2006). Negotiation styles could also clash, as the UK's directness might be perceived as blunt or insensitive in the Japanese context, where indirectness and saving face are highly valued (Gesteland, 2002).
The following sections will explore these potential communication challenges in greater detail, drawing upon relevant theoretical frameworks and research to provide insights and recommendations for promoting effective cross-cultural communication within the M&S and Aeon collaboration.
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Japan’s communication is high-context, where indirectness and formality play key roles. A significant aspect of this is the use of honorifics and third-person references. Honorifics like -san, -sama, and -sensei are used to show respect and convey social hierarchy. For example, “Tanaka-san” (Mr. Tanaka) would be used instead of just “Tanaka”. Third-person references are common in professional settings, ensuring that communication remains polite and harmonious. This differs from the UK’s direct communication style, where addressing someone by name without such formalities is more common. These differences in communication style can lead to misunderstandings in cross-cultural collaborations, especially regarding feedback and decision-making (Hofstede, 1980; Hall, 1959).
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The United Kingdom's communication style is characterized by directness and explicitness, strongly influenced by its individualistic cultural orientation (Hofstede, 2010). This individualism, with historical roots in Enlightenment ideals, has fostered a communication approach that values clarity and open expression, particularly in professional settings (Smith, 1776). Hall (1976) identifies this as a low-context communication style, where information is primarily conveyed through explicit verbal communication with less reliance on implicit contextual cues.
This emphasis on directness is evident in UK business communication. For example, in project management, teams typically prioritize clearly defined tasks, timelines, and deliverables, with direct communication about progress and potential obstacles. This aligns with project management methodologies that emphasize "clear and concise communication" for efficiency (Bailey, 2011). Hofstede's (2010) individualism is reflected in the UK's comfort with expressing personal opinions and a degree of assertiveness in communication. While politeness is important, open challenges to ideas in meetings are sometimes seen as constructive for decision-making (Dignen & McMaster, 2013).
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Japanese communication is fundamentally characterized by its high-context nature, a significant contrast to the low-context style prevalent in the UK (Hall, 1976). This high-context style is deeply rooted in Japan's collectivist culture, where maintaining group harmony (wa) is a core principle, influencing communication to prioritize smooth interpersonal relationships (Hofstede, 2010). As Ting-Toomey (1999) explains, in high-context cultures, much of the meaning is conveyed implicitly through non-verbal cues (e.g., facial expressions, tone of voice), shared cultural understandings, and the context of the situation, requiring listeners to engage in kūki yomi ("reading the air") to fully grasp the intended message.  
Building on this foundation, it's crucial to analyse how these characteristics shape Japanese business communication. The emphasis on wa and collectivism fosters a communication style that prioritizes consensus-building and avoiding overt conflict. This is exemplified by the “nemawashi” process, where informal discussions and information sharing occur before formal meetings to build consensus and minimize dissent, demonstrating the value placed on group agreement (Lebra, 1992). Such practices reflect the importance of long-term relationships (ningen kankei) and the cultural emphasis on preserving "face" (mentsu) for all parties involved, avoiding direct criticism or confrontation (Benedict, 1946).
Furthermore, Japan's hierarchical structures (vertical society) significantly influence communication patterns (Nakane, 1970). Respect for authority (keigo) is deeply ingrained, leading to communication that is often deferential towards superiors, utilizing honorific language and indirect expressions to convey sensitivity and respect. Hofstede's (2010) analysis also highlights Japan's relatively high uncertainty avoidance, which contributes to communication that is often structured, detailed, and reliant on established protocols to reduce ambiguity and potential misunderstandings.
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As established earlier, the UK's direct, low-context communication style contrasts significantly with Japan's indirect, high-context approach. These differences can manifest in several key areas. For instance, M&S's emphasis on explicit communication may lead to breaking trust and conflict with Aeon's nuanced and implicit messaging, potentially causing misunderstandings or a perception of vagueness. Aeon's preference for indirectness and avoiding confrontation, as per Japanese culture, may be perceived by M&S as evasive or lacking in transparency. Furthermore, differing expectations around hierarchy and decision-making can create challenges in team dynamics and project management (Hofstede, 2010).
[bookmark: _Toc194231904]4.2. Strategies and Recommendations 
In negotiation settings, M&S's direct approach to conveying offers or disagreements could be perceived as aggressive or disrespectful by Aeon, especially when trying to promote a trend and fashion inspired by western values (Gesteland, 2002). In contrast, Aeon's indirectness in expressing concerns might result in M&S missing crucial feedback or failing to address underlying issues, ultimately impeding progress. Team meetings may also be affected, with UK participants expecting open debate and direct challenges to ideas, while Japanese participants prioritize harmony and may be reluctant to express dissenting opinions publicly (Lewis, 2006).
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Firstly, implementing comprehensive cultural awareness training for employees from both M&S and Aeon is crucial. This training should focus on providing in-depth knowledge of each other's cultural values, communication styles, and business etiquette. It should go beyond simply stating differences and aim to foster empathy and understanding, enabling individuals to adapt their communication behaviours accordingly (Hofstede, 2010).
Secondly, establishing clear and mutually agreed-upon communication guidelines can help bridge the gap between direct and indirect communication styles. These guidelines should address preferred communication channels, meeting protocols, decision-making processes, and feedback mechanisms. For example, incorporating a bi-lingual structured feedback sessions with opportunities for both direct and indirect input can ensure that all voices are heard and valued (Dignen & McMaster, 2013).
Thirdly, facilitating intercultural communication through skilled facilitators or mediators with expertise in cross-cultural communication can be beneficial, especially in complex or sensitive situations such as negotiations or conflict resolution. These individuals can help interpret cultural nuances, clarify misunderstandings, and guide the parties towards mutually agreeable solutions (Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner, 1997).
Furthermore, promoting language proficiency by encouraging employees to develop basic language skills in each other's native tongue can enhance communication and build rapport. Even simple phrases can demonstrate respect and a willingness to bridge the cultural gap.
Finally, emphasizing the importance of building strong, long-term relationships, particularly within the Japanese business context, is essential. This involves investing time in getting to know counterparts on a personal level, engaging in social activities, and demonstrating commitment to mutual success (Hall, 1976).
By implementing these strategies, M&S and Aeon can create a communication environment that is both effective and culturally sensitive, fostering a strong foundation for a successful and mutually beneficial partnership.


[bookmark: _Toc194231906]5.Conclusion
In conclusion, this report has explored the critical intersection of culture and communication in international business, using the hypothetical collaboration between M&S and Aeon to foreground the potential challenges and necessary strategies. The analysis revealed the fundamental divergence in communication styles between the UK and Japan, with the UK's direct, low-context approach standing in contrast to Japan's indirect, high-context norms. This stylistic disjunction carries the risk of misunderstandings, particularly in the realms of negotiation and team dynamics.
As this report has shown, these risks are not undefeatable. The path to effective collaboration lies in the implementation of strategies like cultural awareness training and the establishment of explicit communication guidelines, and can mitigate the adverse impact of cultural differences. The capacity to navigate and adapt to diverse communication styles emerges as a key determinant of success in international business partnerships, shaping the trajectory from potential conflict to productive synergy.
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