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Introduction
This research was carried out to investigate the cultural 

differences between the Chinese and British people and how 
these affect negotiations between them in higher education 
settings at Sheffield Hallam University UK. A lot is documented 
in the literature from researches on culture and negotiation 
in the context of the Chinese and Westerners (Europeans and 
North Americans). This research is a contribution to knowledge 
on the influence of culture on negotiations between the 
Chinese people and the British in higher educational settings 
in particular and how they manage their cultural differences 
and the styles adopted during negotiations.

The term ‘negotiation’ according to Thompson [1] refers 
to a joint decision-making process whereby two or more 
individuals with diverse interests agree on how to allocate 
resources. Mahbubani [2] asserts that negotiations have played 
a key role in international business relations. People negotiate 
on a daily basis considering the fact that the world is becoming 
a global village. Negotiations have become a remarkable area 
of study for researchers and many studies have been carried 
out. Cultures like Chinese, Japanese, and North American have 
been examined [3].

A negotiation in international settings is successful when 
managers have the ability to adequately communicate their 
messages in different cultural settings [4]. They must also 
understand the cultural differences that exist between them 
and their counterparts. Yet, due to a lack of understanding 
of the cultures involved in negotiations and the inability to 
effectively communicate to individuals from different cultural 
backgrounds, international negotiators still fail. Imitating, 
concluding, even maintaining negotiations is a bit challenging  

 
[5]. Hence international negotiators must be culturally 
intelligent in understanding the culture of their counterparts 
so as to understand their business negotiating styles and 
thus communicate effectively [6]. Although, negotiators must 
understand the style of the other party during a negotiation, 
Osman-gani et al. [3] argue that negotiators must also 
understand their own style of negotiating so that they will 
know how best to deal with negotiators from other cultures.

The negotiators from different cultures have different 
business negotiating styles which are influenced by the 
culture of the negotiating party, individual perceptions, 
communication, and lifestyles [6]. However, being unaware of 
the negotiating style of the other party can impede negotiations 
especially inter-cultural negotiations [7]. Negotiating with 
the Chinese is becoming dominant because the political and 
economic life of both the People’s Republic of China and the 
Chinese diaspora communities is appealing to foreign direct 
investments [8]. China has experienced quick socio-economic 
development. It is the second largest economy with a population 
of over 1.3billion people. China is an emerging country with 
rapid growth switching from centrally-planned to a market-
based economy [9]. The growth rate per capital GDP was about 
7.3% as at 2014. Exportation of goods is about 22.61% of GDP 
while importation of goods is about 18.92% of GDP [10]. It is 
thus not surprising that foreign negotiators find themselves 
negotiating with the Chinese people [11]. Despite the rapid 
economic growth and social development in China, there exist 
some differences between the Westerners and Easterners in 
terms of culture which influence the way they negotiate during 
business deals [12].
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In international negotiations culture plays a vital role. 
Researches have been made on the importance of culture 
on negotiations as well as the use of negotiation styles [13]. 
Understanding cultural differences will lessen misconceptions 
between people of different cultures [14]. One of the factors for 
a successful negotiation is culture. It has a significant influence 
on business negotiations especially on business matters [15]. 
According to Livermore [16], it is one thing to understand 
the cultural differences between Westerners and the Chinese 
people, it is however another thing to be able to develop a 
working relationship that will ensure that both parties attain 
their set goals and objectives.

The aim of this research was to examine how culture 
influences negotiations between the Chinese and the British in 
higher educational settings at Sheffield Hallam University, with 
the view to developing a framework for a broad understanding 
of how to negotiate successfully with one another and to 
ameliorate problems that can arise in the course of negotiations.

Culture
Culture is the totality of the way of life of a people, their 

material and non-material expressions, and their capability 
to adjust to their environment. Culture encapsulates the 
entire social, economic, anthropological, ecological, political, 
and spiritual make-up of a people. It is the patterned ways 
of thinking, feeling, and reacting acquired and transmitted 
mainly through symbols [17]. It is the personality of a social 
group which encompasses both the norms and values shared 
by the members of that group [18]. Culture is influenced by a 
large number of factors such as religion, education, nationality, 
social class, gender, family, ethnicity, language, legal, and 
political system [19-22].

According to Osman-gani et al. [3] in the area of 
management, diversity in culture has been given a lot of 
attention. This is because in a cross-cultural setting it involves 
people from various cultures coming together with different 
ways of how they view life. Usunier & Lee [22] assert that 
culture is also influenced by religion, education, nationality, 
social class, gender, family, ethnicity, language, and legal and 
political systems. The way people perceive and react to them 
is significantly influenced by their culture [23]. Culture is an 
intrinsic factor that has to be taken into consideration in order 
to have a successful negotiation. Culture greatly influences 
how individuals think, communicate and behave [24]. Thus, it 
has a great influence on negotiations because parties involved 
in cross-cultural negotiations are from different cultures. 

A cross-cultural negotiation is a multifaceted concept 
which has a significant influence on culture [7]. Individuals 
that have the same cultural background are likely to think 
similarly, act in some certain ways, and reason alike because of 
their cultural identity which might not be so for people from a 

different cultural background [22]. When dealing with people 
from different cultures it requires communications [25]. In a 
negotiation context, culture not only influences a negotiation 
strategy but also the communication style [26]. According to 
Gudykunst & Nishida [27] the only framework developed to 
date, based on communication and applied to different facets of 
communication is the Hall’s scheme. Cultures are distinguished 
on the basis of the communication that prevails in the culture 
[28].

One of the cultural factors that affect the outcome of 
a negotiation is individualism/collectivism [29]. It is a 
frequently used element in cross-cultural research [30]. 
In an individualistic culture people are mostly concerned 
about themselves and not others, and they make decisions 
individually. Attention is placed on individual goals over 
common goals [31]. According to Triandis [32] people from 
countries with individualistic cultures, e.g. England, are taught 
to be competitive, independent, self-confident, and original. 

In collectivist cultures people see themselves as being 
in a relationship; they see themselves as being socially 
bonded together [33]. Goals, obligations, and responsibilities 
of the group are usually valued over the needs and goals 
of individuals. According to Steele & Lynch [34] China is a 
collectivist culture. Collectivist cultures such as China value 
group harmony than personal interests [24]. The people prefer 
to work in teams during international business negotiations. 
They value relationships and see the need to maintain 
harmony within their group [23]. The decision that affects the 
group is on a consensual basis [31]. Since the Chinese value 
relationships and harmony during negotiations they try to 
maintain harmony and interpersonal relationships. Conversely, 
individualistic cultures focus on their own self interests [23]. 
These differences affect negotiation practices. 

In order to have an effective negotiation, negotiators have 
to understand the cultural differences between themselves 
and their counterparts because the negotiating styles between 
them differ [35]. For instance the Chinese people prefer to 
build a long-term relationship with their counterparts whereas 
the British go straight to business rather than building a 
relationship with their counterparts. Social status is another 
issue; the British call one another by their first names whereas 
in China it is different. This is because the issue of superiority 
remains strong is China [36]. Thus, one of the vital aspects that 
needs to be examined for a successful negotiation is awareness 
of cultural differences.

Negotiations
A negotiation is a joint-making decision process whereby 

two or more individuals with diverse interests agree to 
allocate resources [1]. In international settings, negotiators 
must understand the cultural differences between them and 
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their counterparts because a negotiation is successful when 
negotiators can communicate their messages adequately in 
different cultural settings [4]. Yet international negotiators still 
fail because of the inability to effectively communicate their 
messages to individuals from different cultural backgrounds. 
Business negotiators from different cultures have different 
business negotiating styles thus these negotiating styles 
are influenced by the negotiating party’s culture: individual 
perception, communication, and lifestyles [6]. However, being 
unaware of the negotiating style of the other party can impede 
negotiations especially inter-cultural negotiations [7].

Negotiating with the Chinese is becoming more dominant 
because the political and economic life of both the People’s 
Republic of China and the Chinese Diaspora communities 
is appealing to foreign direct investment [8]. China has 
experienced quick socio-economic development. It is the second 
largest economy with a population of over 1.3billion people. 
China is an emerging country with rapid growth switching from 
centrally-planned to a market-based economy [9]. The British 
and the Chinese people have different approaches during 
negotiations and the differences stem from their cultural 
backgrounds. An understanding of the differences can prevent 
misconceptions between individuals and thus create mutually 
favourable relationships [14]. Culture plays an important role 
in international business negotiations and this influence can 
either make or mar a transaction. It can also affect the kinds of 
transactions made and the way they are negotiated. 

Chinese culture in negotiation
It is known that Chinese business negotiators have a ne-

gotiation emphasis that is different from that of the Western-
ers. However, their values are subject to change depending on 
the negotiation circumstances [37]. The Chinese people tend 
to be of lower acculturation in negotiations, that is they know 
less about each other’s culture. In other words they have to use 
their own mother tongue and negotiation styles during a nego-
tiation because it difficult to completely adapt to the Western 
culture and the Western style of negotiating [38]. 

According to Triandis [39] there are two basic points of 
view to the study of culture; the Emic (culture-specific) and 
the Etic (culture-general). Chinese negotiation style comes 
from their culture and tradition. The Chinese negotiation style 
can be complex but it is not unfathomable and it depends on 
a person’s in-depth understanding about the Chinese culture 
[40]. The Chinese culture can be classified into Confucianism 
which deals with human relationships, the Chinese stratagem, 
and guoqing which is the modern day “social political system 
and conditions of the People’s Republic of China” [40]. The 
Chinese negotiators are subject to change depending on the 
negotiation circumstances. They can either blend to adapt to 
be Confucian or strategist depending on the rule of the game 
[41].

British culture in negotiation
In Britain the process of negotiation is seen as a business 

deal and is largely divorced from other aspects of society and 
from the personal and social lives of the negotiators [42]. The 
negotiations are largely technical processes with technical 
outcomes. The whole process is an economic exchange process. 
According to Katz [43] the issue of building a relationship and 
trust is important as in other countries like China, but it is not a 
must in business negotiations to the British. The British people 
see a negotiation as a joint problem-solving matter; they are 
very pragmatic and they expect to know people better as they 
engage in doing business. A person is respected in the business 
culture of Britain based on his rank, education, or status. 
The high points of the British culture in negotiations are 
communication, monochromic style, bargaining, and contracts 
and agreements. Verbal agreements are usually considered 
binding and they are normally kept. They often times write out 
the terms and conditions for their major agreements which are 
always signed [43]. 

Methodology
The research is inductive so a qualitative approach was 

adopted. This is because the inductive approach gives more 
chances to having more explanations to research questions 
[44]. Mack, et al. [45] assert that it is valid for obtaining 
specific information about opinions, behaviours, and the social 
contexts of people. Harwood [46] asserts that in order to gain 
a deeper understanding on negotiations, qualitative approach 
is satisfactory. Furthermore, gathering data using the semi-
structured, in-depth interviews are associated with qualitative 
method which gives room to answering the questions of what, 
why, and how rather than how many, and how much [47].

The aim of this research was to examine how culture 
influences negotiations between the Chinese and the 
British in higher educational settings at Sheffield Hallam 
University, with the view to developing a framework for a 
broad understanding of how to negotiate successfully with 
one another and to ameliorate problems that can arise in the 
course of negotiations.

Research objectives
A.	 To examine the extent to which cultural differences 
influence Chinese and British in negotiation

B.	 To investigate how British and Chinese people manage 
cultural differences during Negotiation

C.	 To investigate the strategy used during negotiation 
and to find out if they are influenced by culture.

Semi-structured interviews were conducted at the Sheffield 
Business School in Sheffield Hallam University, and SHU Beijing 
office in China. The interviews were conducted face-to-face at 
the Sheffield Business School, while the Chinese respondent 
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was interviewed via Skype due to her international location in 
China. The interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim 
in order to generate relevant themes. A thematic framework 
guided the analysis of the data, and it provided an insight into 
the planned study.

Findings and Discussions
The study explored the impact of culture and negotiations 

between the British and the Chinese people. It was examined 
from the participants’ points of view. It was observed by 
all participants that cultural differences exist between the 
British and the Chinese people. However according to one of 
the participants sometimes the issue may not just be about 
understanding the other party. In her view sometimes it is 
possible that two British negotiators may have difficulties in 
understanding each other. This is in accordance with the idea 
of Osman-gani et al. [3] that although understanding the other 
party’s culture and negotiating style are important, however, 
it is also very important to understand one’s own culture 
and negotiating styles as well so as to be able to deal with 
negotiators from other cultures.

Putting one’s self in the other party’s shoes in order to 
achieve a successful negotiation was a point raised by the 
Chinese participant. She was of the view that a negotiation can 
only be successful if individuals put themselves in the other 
party’s shoe in order to see things from their own perspectives. 
This is supported by Fisher, et al. [48] that considering the other 
party is one of the important steps for a successful negotiation 
which is often referred to as the traditional perspective taken 
in negotiations [49]. 

All the participants agreed that cultural differences shape 
the British and the Chinese negotiations. According to Hofstede 
[24] culture influences how individuals think, communicate, 
and behave. Thus culture has an influence on a negotiation 
(particularly cross-cultural negotiation) because individuals 
are from different cultures. Furthermore, even though 
understanding cultural differences that exist between parties 
of different cultures is necessary, it is however important to 
know what strategy is best to apply when dealing with people 
from different cultures. The participants gave their different 
views as regard this. In the opinion of one of the participants, 
because they do not want to offend anyone during negotiations 
they rather keep quiet. Sometimes because they want a 
successful deal with the other party they tend to compromise 
rather than saying no directly. This could be linked to Rubin, 
et al. [50] that compromising is the moderate concern for one’s 
own interest and a moderate concern for the interest of the 
other party. 

In the view of one of the British participants the British 
focus more on short term relationships. However, this is not so 
in all cases. She said the negotiation basis sometimes depends 
on whether it is going to be long term or short-term relationship. 

The British will likely go for a long-term relationship when the 
deal is not a transactional deal e.g. an educational stand point. 
But when the deal is a transactional deal then the British do 
not care about building a long-term relationship with the other 
party. Buttery & Leung [42], support this by asserting that 
relationship building is not a must in business negotiations 
with the British. Meanwhile from the participant’s point of view 
a British negotiator will engage in a long-term relationship 
when it is not a transactional (business) negotiation. All 
the participants agreed that cultural differences shape the 
British and the Chinese negotiations. According to Hofstede 
[24], culture influences how individuals think, communicate 
and behave. Thus culture has an influence on a negotiation 
(particularly cross-cultural negotiation) because individuals 
are from different cultures. In addition, culture also influences 
communication styles. This can also be viewed from the 
perspective of Adair [51], who asserts that Westerners focus 
on direct communication (very precise, direct and verbal) 
while Easterners focus on indirect communication (nonverbal 
communication). 

One of the participants who delt with the Chinese and the 
British students mentioned that because in the West people 
are very direct in talking, whereas in the East people are 
very symbolic she has tailored her language in a way that the 
Chinese students will understand her clearly and vice-versa. 
This is because a slight change of tone can mean a different 
thing entirely to the Chinese so she always tries to make sure 
that she understands what they say and also what she says 
to them. In other words patience is the key to making sure 
that one is clearly understood by the other person involved 
in the negotiation because of cultural differences. This claim 
is supported by Hofstede & Minkov [52] that a negotiation 
becomes effective when the parties involved in a negotiation 
understand their cultural differences.

This can also be linked to cultural intelligence. A culturally 
intelligent negotiator is able to effectively communicate in a 
cross-cultural environment. When an individual is culturally 
intelligent it lessens the challenges of cultural differences 
because they can easily adapt to various situations they find 
themselves in [31]. One of the participants mentioned that 
whenever they need to negotiate and recommend someone 
to travel to China they always recommend a person who 
has international experience, and understands cultural 
differences, and will behave appropriately. This supports the 
fact that cultural intelligence can help reduce the challenges of 
differences due to cross-cultural settings, and also negotiators 
who have cultural intelligence will be able to effectively adapt 
and adjust in a different cultural setting [53]. This however 
applies to all negotiators whether in the private sector or in 
the public sector.

In order to be successful in international operations, cultural 
intelligence is an important factor [54]. The differences within 
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cultures are recognised by a culturally intelligent individual 
and to be successful, it is important that organisations adapt 
to these cultural differences. In other words to be successful 
in an international operation, a negotiator has to be culturally 
intelligent whether in the higher educational sector (HE) or 
private sector.

Conclusion
The research examined the impact of culture on negotiations 

between the British and the Chinese people. It was examined 
from the participants’ points of view. Due to the economic 
growth and social development in China, it is not surprising 
that other countries find themselves negotiating with the 
Chinese. A lack of understanding of the cultural differences 
between the Westerners and the Easterners especially in 
terms of the way business deals are negotiated can hinder a 
successful negotiation. Being a qualitative and interview-based 
study, the research focused on the participants’ perspectives, 
and the interviews were transcribed verbatim. It is observed 
that the British and the Chinese are two different cultures and 
understanding the cultural differences between them lessens 
culture shock that may arise during negotiations. In a nut shell, 
preparation is the key to a successful negotiation. This will 
reduce culture shock that may arise as a result of unawareness 
about a different culture. Brett [55] asserts that a negotiator 
who is culturally aware will be successful in business dealings 
abroad. In other words, cultural awareness is the first key to a 
successful cross-cultural negotiation.
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