
How to build trusting and long-lasting 

relations with Japanese partners –

Experiences from MIRAI Japanese-

Swedish university collaboration
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What is MIRAI 2.0?

• Academic collaboration started in 2016
• 20 universities involved
• Focus on early career researchers
• 5 thematic areas (Sustainability, Materials 

science, Ageing, AI, Innovation and 
Entrepreneurship)

• Goal: long-term research collaboration 
and research excellence & prepare the 
next generation of researchers.
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What is MIRAI 2.0?

Two countries in the frontline of technology, science 
and innovation joining together to 

adress global societal challenges through cross-sector
collaboration with the support and attention of

governments, authorities and the private sector.
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How to initiate a project with 
joint agenda and clear goals

How we went from idea to actually initiating a collaboration. 
What were the steps on the Japanese side vs the Swedish 
side?  

Sweden: SACF-project (Bottom-up)
Japan: Top global university project (Top-down)

 Japan-Sweden University Presidents’ Summit held 
at the Swedish Embassy in Tokyo
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How to initiate a project with 
joint agenda and clear goals

Kyoto meeting in 2016  

• Swedish open mind meets the Japanese well-prepared
• Delayed project start
• Different funding mechanisms
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How to initiate a project with 
joint agenda and clear goals

Good to know about meetings in Japan:

• Exchanging business cards
• Sending the right representative
• Hierarchy and seat order
• Group photo & Gifts
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How to initiate a project with 
joint agenda and clear goals

Recommendations:

• Come prepared – think through and write down what you want 
to achieve 

• Bring business cards and learn how to exchange them
• Have many pre-meetings: Allow time to discuss back and forth 

and be prepared to change your plan. 
• Involve the right people from the start (think about seniority) 
• Communication is important
• Clear out the funding models and budget on each side well in 

advance of contract signing. 
• Ceremonial meetings procedures will give you a good start
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How to set up organizational structure 
and efficient decision-making processes

Swedish vs Japanese organizational structures

Japan: Important with enough administrative 
manpower and a strong organizational 
structure with core partners

Sweden: Light organizational structure and flat 
management

 Compromise on the joint structure and allow 
for different internal processes on each side
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How to set up organizational structure 
and efficient decision-making processes

Swedish vs Japanese decision making

Sweden: Flexible and open to new ideas: 1) ask an 
open question, 2) as many opinions as participants 
3) intense discussions 4) decide based on majority

Japan: Consensus is needed. Bold opinions in pre-
meetings and not in official meetings

 Different expectations lead to confusion and 
misconception
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How to set up organizational structure 
and efficient decision-making processes

Recommendations:

• One point of contact in each country.
• Detailed organizational chart: clarifying the different roles in the 

project and how/where decisions are taken. 
• Detailed agendas and documents before each meeting: allowing time 

for each side to discuss internally first
• Do not assume: Forget “how things are usually done”

- Double check
- Exchange calendars
- Find another way around
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How to overcome cultural differences and build 
trust through a long-term multi-meeting approach

What are Japanese and Swedish people like? 

Swedish people: Polite, Openness, Optimistic about 
problems, Restrained in the beginning

Japanese people: Polite, hard working, respectful, 
harmonious (wa)

 Explains both our challenges and why we work 
well together
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How to overcome cultural differences and build 
trust through a long-term multi-meeting approach

How cultural differences and similarities affects our

collaboration:

• “Honne” and “Tetemae”
• ”Wa” (Harmonious) – Prioritizing the group and to 

work together in harmony
• Swedish professional identity 

Result = No conflicts, we bring out the most formal 
and professional parts of each other and we  have 
different roads to the Wa
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How to overcome cultural differences and build 
trust through a long-term multi-meeting approach

Recommendations:

• Be aware of and understand cultural similarities and 
differences

• Get to know each other: socialize in informal settings
– you need an ice breaker

• Adopt a multi-meeting approach (face-to-face and 
digital)

• Allow for it to take time
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Thank you

Contact

Linn Gabrielsson, The University of Gothenburg
Branko Aleksic, Nagoya University
Helena Balogh, Linköping University

Email (Sweden office in Gothenburg) mirai@gu.se
Email (Japan office in Nagoya) mirai_nu@ac21.org
www.mirai.nu
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