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[bookmark: _Toc234056605]1. Introduction
This essay is written from the perspective of a Country Director responsible for a UK-based multinational's expansion into Japan, following a formal industrial partnership with a leading Japanese firm. The chosen context is the Global Combat Air Programme (GCAP), a real, ongoing trilateral collaboration between the United Kingdom, Italy and Japan to jointly design and deliver a sixth-generation combat aircraft. In the UK, BAE Systems plc acts as prime contractor for the airframe; in Japan, Mitsubishi Heavy Industries (MHI) holds the equivalent role (Mitsubishi Heavy Industries, 2023). In December 2024, BAE Systems, Leonardo and the Japan Aircraft Industrial Enhancement Co. Ltd. (JAIEC) agreed to establish a joint venture. The company, named Edgewing, was officially launched in June 2025 to lead the design and development of the aircraft, with a planned in-service date of 2035 (BAE Systems, 2025). This places UK and Japanese engineers, project managers and executives into sustained, high-stakes joint working - precisely the setting in which communication style differences are most likely to surface, and most costly if misunderstood.
Understanding the cultural context is essential here. The UK is a mature, low-context, highly individualist business culture in which meetings are typically direct, and decisions can be reached quickly by an accountable individual. Japan is a high-context, collectivist, hierarchical business culture in which harmony, consensus and the protection of face shape almost every exchange (Hofstede, 2001; Hall, 1976). Neither style is a communication defect; each has evolved to serve its own society's expectations of trust, authority and cooperation. The risk on a programme like GCAP is not that one side communicates "badly", but that each side interprets the other's ordinary behaviour through its own cultural assumptions and consequently misreads intent.
As Country Director for this expansion, the task extends beyond commercial or engineering coordination: it includes ensuring that a mixed UK–Japanese team, drawn from two organisations with very different communication norms, can work together without the everyday friction of misread signals eroding trust. This is not a peripheral concern. Where a joint venture is built around a single, decades-long product - as GCAP's aircraft is intended to remain in service beyond 2070 - the working relationship between the partner organisations arguably matters as much to long-term success as the engineering itself.
This essay evaluates the differences in communication styles between UK and Japanese teams that can lead to misunderstanding, applying Hofstede's cultural dimensions and Edward Hall's high-context/low-context theory as the primary theoretical lenses, supported by Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner's dimensions of culture. It examines directness in feedback and disagreement, hierarchy and decision-making, non-verbal communication and silence, and written and meeting communication protocols, before considering the practical implications for managing a joint UK–Japanese engineering partnership such as BAE Systems and MHI's.
[bookmark: _Toc234056606]2. Evaluating UK–Japanese Communication Style Differences
[bookmark: _Toc234056607]2.1 Theoretical Lens: Hofstede, Hall and Trompenaars
Hofstede's (2001) cultural dimensions provide a useful starting point for explaining why UK and Japanese communication differs so markedly. On Power Distance, the UK scores 35 against Japan's 54, indicating that Japanese organisations tolerate, and expect, greater deference to hierarchy and seniority than British ones. On Individualism, the UK scores 89 against Japan's 46, reflecting Japan's stronger emphasis on group harmony and collective responsibility over individual opinion. On Uncertainty Avoidance, the gap is starkest: the UK scores 35 against Japan's 92, meaning Japanese business culture strongly prefers rules, precedent and thorough preparation over the ambiguity and improvisation the British are comparatively comfortable with (Hofstede, 2001). More recent evidence from employees in Japan and Great Britain confirms that cultural differences remain relevant, while also showing that contemporary patterns are more complex than fixed national scores suggest (Yi, 2021).
Hall's (1976) distinction between high-context and low-context communication adds a second, more direct lens onto communication style itself. In low-context cultures such as the UK, meaning is carried mainly in the explicit words used, and messages are expected to be clear, direct and largely self-contained. In high-context cultures such as Japan, meaning is embedded in shared background, relationship history, tone and what is deliberately left unsaid, so a message can only be fully understood by someone who shares that context (Hall, 1976; Broeder, 2021; Meyer, 2014). Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner's (1997) dimensions add useful nuance: Japan tends toward the neutral end of their neutral-versus-affective dimension, favouring restrained emotional display, and toward diffuse rather than specific relationships, in which trust built in one area of contact carries over into all others. Together, these frameworks predict, with reasonable precision, exactly where UK and Japanese teams are likely to misread one another.
Two further Hofstede (2001) dimensions reinforce this picture. On Masculinity, Japan scores among the highest of any country measured (95) against the UK's 66, reflecting a strong cultural emphasis on achievement, competitiveness and clearly defined roles, which in practice often expresses itself as formality and precision in professional communication rather than assertiveness in the British sense. On Long-Term Orientation, Japan again scores highly (88) against the UK's 51, consistent with the patient, relationship-first approach to decision-making discussed in Section 2.3. Read together, the two cultures are not simply "direct" versus "indirect"; they are organised around different sources of trust - explicit argument and individual accountability in the UK and demonstrated long-term commitment and group consensus in Japan. These national models should therefore guide preparation rather than stereotype individuals, whose behaviour may also reflect education, profession and intercultural experience (Yi, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc234056608]2.2 Directness versus Indirectness in Feedback and Disagreement
The UK's low-context, highly individualist style supports direct feedback and open disagreement: British engineers are comfortable saying "no", flagging a risk plainly in a meeting, or challenging a design assumption in front of colleagues (Hofstede, 2001; Guirdham, 2011; Tabata and Vrij, 2023). Japanese communication, shaped by higher power distance, stronger collectivism and Hall's high-context style, favours indirectness to preserve harmony (wa) and avoid causing a colleague to lose face. Outright refusal is rare; a Japanese engineer may instead say a proposal would be "difficult", respond with a non-committal silence, or offer a vague affirmation that is not intended as firm agreement (Berglund, 1989; Meyer, 2014).
On a technical programme such as GCAP, this gap carries genuine risk. A British engineer proposing a design change may reasonably take a Japanese counterpart's polite, non-committal response as tacit agreement, when it in fact signals unresolved concern. If that concern is not surfaced and resolved before the design proceeds, it can re-emerge much later, and at far greater cost, once integration or testing exposes the original disagreement.
[bookmark: _Toc234056609]2.3 Hierarchy, Formality and Decision-Making
Japan's moderate-to-high power distance and strong collectivism support a hierarchical, consensus-based approach to decisions, often organised through nemawashi - informal groundwork and consultation that builds agreement before a proposal is ever raised formally - followed by a formal sign-off once consensus is secured (Hofstede, 2001; Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner, 1997). The UK's lower power distance and higher individualism support faster, more informal decision-making, with a single accountable manager often able to approve a course of action in the meeting where it is first raised. This matters in high-risk engineering because fear of authority can discourage employees from communicating concerns to senior managers (Dai et al., 2022).
This creates a decision-speed mismatch that is easily misread on both sides. A British manager pushing for a quick answer in a joint meeting may unintentionally appear to disregard the Japanese side's need for internal consensus, reading as impatience or disrespect for seniority. Conversely, the behind-the-scenes consultation of nemawashi can look to a UK team like an opaque, slow-moving process, or even as reluctance to commit, when it is in fact the mechanism through which Japanese colleagues secure durable, organisation-wide buy-in.
[bookmark: _Toc234056610]2.4 Non-Verbal Communication, Silence and Ambiguity
High-context Japanese communication carries substantial meaning in silence, tone, and what is left unsaid (Hall, 1976). Silence in a Japanese meeting can indicate careful consideration, respect, or subtle disagreement; in the UK's low-context style, silence more often signals simply that there is nothing further to add, and British participants are inclined to fill it quickly (Meyer, 2014; Guirdham, 2011). Combined with Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner's (1997) neutral-affective dimension, Japanese colleagues typically display more restrained emotional expression than their British counterparts, which an unprepared UK team can misread as disengagement or lack of enthusiasm for a joint proposal, when it may in fact reflect careful, high-context processing of the message rather than any lack of interest.
[bookmark: _Toc234056611]2.5 Written Communication and Meeting Protocols
Communication style differences extend beyond speech into written and procedural conventions. Japanese business writing traditionally uses Keigo, a system of honorific and humble language that signals respect for hierarchy and formality, and Japanese emails to external partners are often more formally structured, with longer courteous openings and closings, than the comparatively brief, task-first emails typical of British business correspondence (Guirdham, 2011). A UK engineer's short, direct email - efficient by British standards - can therefore read as curt or careless of the relationship to a Japanese recipient, while a Japanese colleague's more formal reply can be misread by a UK reader as evasive simply because the substantive answer arrives only after several lines of courteous framing.
Meeting conventions differ similarly. British meetings tend to move quickly to the agenda item and treat time efficiency as a sign of professionalism, consistent with the UK's low uncertainty avoidance and individualist orientation. Japanese meetings more often open with relationship-oriented exchanges, including the formal exchange of business cards (meishi), and treat this relationship-building step as integral to, rather than separate from, the business at hand (Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner, 1997). On a joint programme like GCAP, a British chair who moves straight to technical items without this preliminary step risks appearing to dismiss a process the Japanese side regards as a genuine part of doing business properly, not a formality to be skipped for efficiency.
[bookmark: _Toc234056612]2.6 Implications for the BAE Systems–Mitsubishi Heavy Industries Partnership
For GCAP's integrated UK–Japanese engineering teams, and now the trilateral Edgewing joint venture, unmanaged cultural miscommunication is not merely an interpersonal inconvenience but a genuine programme risk: misreading a polite, high-context "I hear you" as a low-context "yes, agreed" on a safety-critical design decision could allow an unresolved technical concern to persist undetected. Meyer (2014) recommends that managers from low-context cultures working with high-context counterparts build extra time into the schedule for relationship-based trust to develop before pushing for firm decisions, and that verbal agreements be confirmed in writing so that both sides can check their understanding matches.
Practical measures for this partnership would include appointing bicultural liaison roles who can recognise indirect signals and translate them into explicit terms for the UK side; structured cross-cultural communication training grounded in the Hofstede and Hall frameworks discussed above; explicit confirmation protocols, in which participants restate their understanding of a decision rather than assuming silence means agreement; and realistic scheduling that allows time for Japanese-side consensus-building rather than treating it as a delay to be minimised.
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The differences between UK and Japanese communication styles are well explained by established cultural theory: Hofstede's dimensions show Japan's greater power distance, collectivism, uncertainty avoidance and long-term orientation relative to the UK; Hall's high-context/low-context theory explains why the same silence, indirect phrase or restrained expression carries very different meaning in each culture; and Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner's neutral-affective and specific-diffuse dimensions add further texture, extending into written correspondence and meeting conventions as much as spoken exchange. None of these differences make one style superior to the other; misunderstanding arises not from a fault in either team's communication, but from each side interpreting the other's ordinary behaviour through its own cultural assumptions, whether that behaviour is a silence in a meeting, the length of an email, or the pace at which a decision is reached.
For a partnership as significant as BAE Systems and Mitsubishi Heavy Industries' collaboration on the Global Combat Air Programme, the practical implication is clear: cultural awareness cannot be left to chance. Deliberate measures - cultural training, bicultural liaison roles, explicit confirmation of decisions, and realistic allowance for different decision-making paces - are needed to ensure that indirectness is not mistaken for agreement, and that hierarchy and consensus-building are not mistaken for delay. As UK companies continue to expand into Asian markets, the ability to recognise and bridge these communication differences, rather than assume shared norms, will remain a defining factor in whether such partnerships succeed (Hofstede, 2001; Meyer, 2014).
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