Case Study 2

Culture Clash

The following case study shows misunderstanding between a Japanese, and a German businessman. As European and Japanese cultures are rather distant, and therefore different, it is easy for culture clash to appear.

In the Nicosia Hilton lobby, Harry met Tadao who had just returned from a business trip to Singapore. As they met, Tadao bowed (*1) and then Harry shook his hand.

Once seated, Tadao was presented with a gift that Harry had bought him while on a recent trip to Abu Dhabi. In spite of Harry waiting anxiously for Tadao to open it, Tadao put it away without much attention (*2) and carried on with the giving of two presents to Harry; one for him and one for his wife. Harry immediately opened his own present and thanked Tadao for the lovely flute. Of course, Harry placed his wife's present in his brief case and continued on with the meeting before their client arrived.

After about 15 minutes the client, Helmut, arrived and all three shook hands and sat down. Once seated, Helmut offered a cigarette and Tadao accepted it and put it in his pocket saying that he would smoke it later in the evening (*3). After some light talk in which Tadao only contributed with some very brief answers, the meeting settled down to the business at hand. Once the seriousness of the business had got under way, Tadao would only answer by whispering in Harry's ear (*4) and then Harry would reiterate the message directly to Helmut. Helmut could then answer directly to Tadao and Harry, but Tadao to answer would always use Harry as an intermediary. During the conversation Helmut complained that the Japanese company was making big profit and may be spending much of this on luxuries for the managers like Tadao. At this time Tadao giggled and put his hand over his mouth (*5).

Upon completion of the business, Helmut insisted on buying an Indian meal of curry and spicy food for everyone, at a nearby Taj Mahal. Both enjoyed the food, but Tadao took only a few spoonfuls and a lot of beer and water. In spite of this lack of feasting Tadao was very red in the face and had watery eyes and a running nose. He did not look well or comfortable at all (*6). Helmut was a little annoyed that with such lovely spicy food, Tadao did not seem to appreciate it. After the meal was finished, Helmut paid the bill and then made a passing remark to Tadao that next time Harry would bring an interpreter, to make sure that there would be no misunderstanding over the food to be ordered (*7). By this time Helmut had to leave and then Tadao and Harry chatted for a while. In a rather emphatic gesture Tadao pointed to his own nose (*8) and commented, "I don't want to spend any time with that guy again." 

Discussion questions

1. Using your background cultural knowledge, explain Tadao’s actions (numbers with asterisks in brackets). Consult notes( if you fail to find explanations.

2. How did the differences in German and Japanese cultures lead to culture clash?

3. What could both partners have done to avoid culture clash. 
( 1. Traditional Japanese greeting


2. Japanese will not open a present in front of you as this would be disrespectful.�
�
3. Japanese don't like to say no, so to save face Tadao accepts to take the cigarette.�
�
4. Tadao wanted to maintain his high status by limiting social contact.�
�
5. A Japanese gesture of embarrassment.�
�
6. Japanese food is bland and Japanese find it very difficult to eat hot and spicy food.�
�
7. This is an insult against the English language ability of Tadao.


8. Japanese point to their own nose when they refer to themselves�
�









