From the Economist.com blog Gulliver of September 27, 2008

(This does not necessarily represent the opinions of Yale, the AYA or your trip organizers but it is a very helpful overview!)

Nice and Japaneasy

JAPAN has perhaps the most formal business environment of any country in the world. If in doubt, therefore, visitors should err on the side of the over-formal in their dealings with Japanese counterparts. Our tips below (part of a series on doing business around the world) should ensure you get by without too many problems. Remember, too, that business is a non-contact sport here: excessive chumminess is frowned upon; small talk is unnecessary.

Meetings and greetings
• Always be prompt. Turn up early for appointments, but only to present yourself at the correct time. 

• These days many Japanese businessmen and women shake hands, rather than bow. It is best to wait and follow the lead of your host: if someone does bow to you, respond in kind. 

• Carry business cards (meishi) at all times—to be without a meishi at a meeting is a disaster. Japanese people offer their card using one or two hands thrust forward, with the name clearly visible and the right way up from the recipient’s perspective. If someone gives you their meishi and you do not reciprocate, you are signalling that you are not interested in pursuing the relationship. During meetings, keep the card in front of you; putting it away is a signal that the meeting is over.

• Meishi should ideally be produced from the breast/hip pocket of your jacket, not from your trouser pockets. It is considered good manners to have the information printed in Japanese on the reverse side. All big hotels have business centres where the staff will advise on translation. Titles are very important in Japan and should be planned in advance.

• Be cautious about calling someone by his or her first name—first names are often restricted to family and very close friends. In general, it’s best to couple someone’s last name with “san” (for example, Koizumi-san)—this works for both men and women. Having said this, there are cases, these days, where Japanese first names are used without hesitation. 

Working habits
• Traditional business attire—dark suits and white shirts—is expected, particularly for the older generation. In recent years, however, young entrepreneurs have discarded ties and jackets in favour of black T-shirts and neutral-shade trousers. Outside of working hours (including weekends), smart-casual dress is the best rule—avoid scruffiness. 

• Don’t expect an immediate response to anything. Decisions are usually made collectively, and answers typically take much longer than in Western companies. Once a decision is taken in Japan, however, the machine rolls forward smoothly and action is speedy. 

• Don’t be unnerved by silences—pauses in conversation are an important part of communication in Japan. 

• Don’t get confused by what Japanese mean by “yes”. “Yes” (hai) does not translate to “Yes, I agree with you,” or “Yes, that is what I am going to do.” More often it means, “Yes, I hear what you are saying.” This can lead to confusion. Japanese communication stresses harmony and the word “no” (iie) is deemed overly blunt in certain contexts. 

• Don’t raise your voice; brash Westerners are apt to be perceived as intimidating and gauche. Speak slightly more slowly than you would normally do, but not obviously so.

• Don’t be unnerved if someone falls asleep during a conference—this is not unusual. It is, however, unsettling. If you are giving a speech, make it clear at the outset that questions will be accepted afterwards—miraculously, this tends to keep audience members on their toes.

• Japan’s new gift-giving sensibility is “less is more”. Don’t give anything too elaborate or expensive. Best to stick with nicely wrapped, fancy name-brands (like Harrods and Tiffany’s), since thought and presentation are as important as the gift itself. 

• See your guests off properly by standing to attention—almost—and waiting for their taxi to leave. Make it clear how much you appreciated your chief guest’s company. He will wind down the window and wave at you. Thus, formalities assert themselves at the end of an evening. If not, something has gone wrong—unless, of course, everyone has imbibed a bit too much. 

Off duty
• Shoes are not worn inside Japanese houses, some traditional restaurants or temples. The general rule is that if you have to step up at the entrance of a building, then the shoes should come off. There will be an assortment of slippers for guests to choose from. Leave your shoes (toes pointing towards the exit) at the designated spot and enter the main room. When entering a tatami room, remove your slippers (on tatami it’s socks or bare feet only). 

Eating and drinking
• Breakfast is a solitary ritual, unless a brunch-style repast is contemplated, perhaps at a weekend in the mountains. The Japanese are not social creatures at the start of the day. 

• The middle of the day is not much different. Japanese may break their habits and accommodate a foreigner who looks forward to a mountainous midday meal, lasting until 2.15pm, but to the Japanese that is as close to sin as you get. One ought to be back at work. The archetypal lunch is soba (noodles), slurped down in ten seconds flat, sometimes literally. This is why Japanese men, on the whole, unless they are sumo wrestlers, do not run to outsize bodies, and suffer as little from corpulence as any (rich) nation on earth.

• So it all boils down to dinner, which is taken, for understandable reasons (the stomach is empty) at an early hour. Ask not why they eat at 6pm, and are raging with impatience if detained until 6.20pm: they are hungry. The wisest thing to do when making a meal date with a Japanese friend is not to prolong the agony. He or she will have had little or nothing to eat all day. Dinner, then, is an occasion for actual consumption. Thereafter, there may be a visit to a bar, but, again, don't expect too much. Older Japanese have their favourite haunts to which they may not invite you, merely resting content with introducing some bland lesser watering place. Go with the younger generation, they are as open as their dads are uptight.

• Most establishments provide diners with a tightly rolled hot towel called an oshibori. This is for wiping your hands (not face, neck or nose). Slurping loudly, burping, drinking soup straight from the bowl and talking with a mouth full of food is all perfectly acceptable (slurping is polite). Whatever you do, resist the temptation to blow your nose on the oshibori. 

• Do not poke your chopsticks upright in a bowl of rice and leave them there, as this resembles a Buddhist funerary custom. 

• When drinking with friends or associates never pour your own glass, at least at the outset. Wait for someone to offer and then hold your glass up helpfully. Likewise, keep an eye on your neighbours and always replenish their half-empty glasses. Within a short period of time, however, reserve breaks down, and it’s fine to help yourself and your neighbour all at once. The Japanese don’t stand on ceremony, given a couple of drinks.

• If you are being taken to a meal, your hosts will sometimes wait for you to indicate a choice of beverage, and then everybody will follow your choice, for a round or two. After the first round, it’s perfectly fine to tell everyone to feel free to choose their own poison. Your tablemates will appreciate the gesture, interpreting it as consideration for others rather than bad manners. 

• Tipping is virtually unheard of in Japan. All restaurants and hotels add a 10% service charge and a 5% consumption tax to the final bill and will not expect an extra tip. Some restaurant staff will even run after generous customers whom they believe have accidentally left small change on the table.

