Doing Business in Japan

5 Cultural Tips That Build Trust

EU-Japan Centre
for Industrial Cooperation
—fgREIEA

MEXG N 2—

m


hitoshi
Presentation Notes
Introduction to 5 key cultural tips for doing business in Japan

Focus on practical behaviors, not theory

Useful for both newcomers and those with experience

Based on real observations and personal insight

Structure: 3 behaviors, 1 organizational point, 1 mindset tip


Tip 1
Punctuality Shows Reliability
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In Japan, on time can feel late — aim to arrive 5–10 minutes early

Being early shows respect, reliability, and professionalism

A small habit that leaves a strong first impression

“Please try not to be on time, try to be earlier”


Tip 2
Business Cards Are Serious
Business
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Exchanging business cards is a key ritual — not just a formality

Use both hands, pause to look, and treat the card with respect

Never put it in your pocket immediately

Simple actions can create the “mirroring effect” — making others feel at ease

These gestures send a non-verbal message: “I respect your way”

This helps build trust quickly and naturally


Tip 3
Show Respect in Greetings and Language
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Greetings and how you address people carry meaning in Japan

Bowing shows respect — the deeper the bow, the deeper the respect

Eshaku (15°): casual

Keirei (30°): standard business

Saikeirei (45°): deep respect or apology

A light bow or nod is enough — effort matters more than perfection

Handshakes are okay too, if natural

Use “-san” with surnames (e.g., Yamada-san)

Avoid using first names unless invited — too casual in formal settings


Tip 4
Respect Hierarchy and Group
Decision-Making
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Hierarchy matters — show respect to senior members when speaking or greeting

Decisions are not made on the spot — internal discussion happens afterward

A phrase like “We’ll consider it” usually means “we need time,” not a rejection

Be patient and give space for group decision-making


Tip5
Take Collective Responsibility
— Not “It’s Not My Fault”
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In Japan, people act as part of their company, not just as individuals

Even if not at fault, showing care or a small apology is appreciated

Saying “That’s not my responsibility” may sound logical elsewhere,
but in Japan it can feel cold or upsetting

Apologies are used to protect relationships, not admit guilt

This reflects the value of collective responsibility — trust over blame


Context Japan Western countries (general)

Often seen as personal/organizational

Saying “I'm sorry” | Shows empathy & group representation fault

Clarify responsibility, admit or avoid

Goal Restore harmony, show care
fault

Can be seen as legal

Legal meaning Rarely viewed as admission of liability acknowledgment




Key Takeaways for Doing Business in Japan

Be respectful, even in small details.
Be early and prepared — it shows trustworthiness.
Show humility and care in how you greet and speak.

Understand the hierarchy and how decisions are made.
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Effort is more important than perfection...

Any questions or thoughts?
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