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Misunderstandings caused by different communication
styles often lead to lost business opportunities for
foreign businesspeople dealing with Japan. This booklet
is intended to fill such gaps. We asked Dr. Ernest
Gundling, an intercultual specialist, to be the author to
leverage on his extensive research and hands-on
experience in this field. We sincerely hope that this
booklet will help businesspeople from all over the world
be successful in doing business with Japan.

International Communication Department
JETRO

It is a pleasure to be able to offer this introduction to
business communication with Japanese. | hope that
each reader will find useful tips for his or her work, and
quickly build bridges towards strong mutual
understanding. The personal and professional rewards
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a. Group Orientation

In Japanese society, the individual has traditionally derived identity
from group affiliations including family, school, and company. In Japan,
businesspeople will often mention the name of the company they belong to
before their own name when meeting someone for the first time.

In a country the size of California, with a population nearly equal to
that of Russia, the maintenance of relationships has been critical to survival.
Without the "elbow room" of a frontier environment, where one could always
In Jhamovanciu3trienta to



b. Hierarchy

The Roots of Hierarchy

In the collective relationship-
oriented culture of Japan,
respecting and maintaining
hierarchical relationships is
essential in society and business.
The importance of hierarchy in
Japanese culture is based in the
social ethics of Confucianism, in
which people are ordered in
vertical, hierarchical relationships,
for example, customer (higher) and



Other Examples of Hierarchy






assumptions instilled by strong families and a very standardized educational
system. When communicating with each other, it is therefore not necessary to
verbalize everything explicitly; since there is a shared background, a kind of
shorthand can be used. Feelings can be communicated with few words, or
through subtle nonverbal cues. There is a Japanese saying, "Hear one,
understand ten." Silence can also have great meaning.

This can lead to problems when communicating with people from
countries where elegant public speech is considered to be an art form. The









Japanese Attitude Toward Contracts

Differing attitudes toward contracts
lead to difficulties for many foreign
businesspeople who do business with Japanese
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lawyers as one can find in one large city in the U.S. In Japan, lawyers, when
used, are generally brought in to resolve issues after the fact, unlike in the West,
where they are brought in at an early stage to shape agreements for the
protection of their clients.

When a contract is drawn up between two Japanese companies, the
contract is viewed as a summary of a long negotiation process that has been
conducted by the two parties themselves, without legal assistance. To request
detailed stipulations in the contract would show a lack of trust, and jeopardize
the relationship. Even a standard practice in the West such as requesting that a

WheAnote t karediff thnin that hasiapan, lawe a str thetig th,contract is drT7*0.04191¢
shouseful:13



"Nice to Know" vs. "Need to Know"
Businesspeople from low context, task-oriented cultures tend to limit






A British marketing manager in the U. K. felt that he was constantly

bombarded by urgent requests for support from the account managers of their
Japanese subsidiary.

One day, they want some technical specifications as soon as possible,
and another day they want a prototype which meets customer
specifications in a week. 'eWnisfelt thof thent requesshoulrdee giveneir



requirements. So in addition tSo ie desire tSoserveo ie customer,o iere is also
ie desire tSoconform tSo ie standardoset by o ierocompanies in ie same
industry. An example of iis would be lowering prices tSocompensate for
foreign exchange rate changes. Westernocompanies hesitate tSoofferoa price
reduction unlesso iere is a guaranteed increase in sales. Ano ieroexample is
meeting rigid quality standardso iat are faroaboveo ie acceptable quality level in
o ierocountries. Why do it? Because o ieroJapanese suppliers are doing it, and
iat's wiat it takes tSoremainocompetitive in ie Japanese market. In ie
traditional Japanese businessoworld,o ie effort shown tSomeet a customer's
current unreasonable demandsooften paysooff in some way in ermsoof future
businessosize or opportunities.

As businessobecomes more global,ocost effectivenessobecomes more
important, and Japanese companies form neworelationshipsowith foreign
companies,o ie bond of mutual obligationobetween customer and vendor is
weakening. The fast pace of newotechnology and ie changing economy are
also necessitating changes in businessostyle. Organizations must respond
quickly tSochanging marketoconditions. The Japanese iemselves are realizing

iat even a god might respond tSoa little marketing strategy, and iis may be
wiat isobehind ie recent mushrooming interest in foreign M.B.A. programs.



Honne/Tatemae

Japanese sometimes seem to say one thing and then do another because
they are withholding their personal opinion or true feelings (honne) in the
public setting of a meeting, voicing only the official line (tatemae). To learn a
person's honne, there has to be a good relationship between the people, and the



= The need to give complete information



Indirect Feedback

As stated in the "Cultural Foundations" section of this brochure, in
close-knit Japanese society people rely on internal restraint to maintain
harmony and good relations. Japanese people try to avoid conflict and try to
resolve differences in an indirect, private way which does not involve
confrontation or loss of face. Therefore, when a Japanese person has some



The Issue Resolution Process

Some foreign businesspeople have trouble with the way Japanese solve
problems or resolve issues. Like decision making, sometimes it takes a long






You have to specify things numerically when you ask someone to do
something. For example, when a Japanese asks someone to do a certain

A Japanese "no" will seldom be expressed directly, in so many words. Pay
attention to subtle nonverbal or paralinguistic cues, for example, a long
pause before a vague response such as, "Ah, yes ..." Sometimes a negative
response will be signaled by a sucking in of breath, with a tilt of the head, or

a hesitation noise such as, "Mmmm....".

General responses often signal non-concurrence, while a response that
includes a specific next step or mention of time is an indication of a positive
response.

Don't hesitate to clarify subjective terms such as "urgent” by asking for a
specific deadline. Other examples of subjective terms: "enough," "poor,"
"SOOI’]," "gOOd."

Broaden the focus of your communication radar to include not only what
Japanese associates say in a meeting, but also what they don't say, what
they do or don't do.

Change the situation if you are not sure whether a response was honne or
tatemae. Try to build and maintain informal communication channels
through one-on-one contact, after hours socializing, etc.
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b. Unintended Tone



"Do you understand?" "lIs that clear for you?"

Japanese are often self-conscious about their English-speaking ability,
and worry whether they are making themselves clear to their non-Japanese
business partners. However, slight variations in word choice may make their
well-intentioned question sound condescending, as though they are asking,
"Are you intelligent enough to understand what I'm saying?"

"It's difficult for you to understand Japanese culture, but...."

Again, this type of prefacing comment is generally not intended to
insult foreign visitors' or residents' intelligence. It is simply the Japanese way of
acknowledging the vast differences that may exist in terms of business practices
or assumptions, and may even be interpreted as apologetic.

"WHY don't you join us?"

Slight variations in intonation can completely change the tone of a
ght variatcel5Whyn't you joicy ne tondisTRIBus' ?' sima helpful suggion soTJT






(Abbreviations)
"He is waiting at the hotel front."

In this case, fu-ron-to is short for "front
desk." Foreigners sometimes misunderstand
the above statement to mean "in front of the
hotel," i.e., outside. In hotels in Japan, there are
many signs pointing to the "Front."

"They are concerned about sekuhara."

Se-ku-ha-ra is an example of a catchy
buzzword that has been created by
abbreviating a longer English phrase, "sexual
harrassment.”

"How about your new pasokon?"
Pa-so-kon is a commonly used abbreviation for pah-so-na-ru kon-pyuu-
tah









e. Nonverbal Communication

Choosing Nonverbal Communication over Verbal CommunicationPeople from high ¢
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