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[bookmark: _Toc162540869]Introduction
International business communication is vital for the expansion of Unilever outside the United Kingdom. The multinational corporation has to adjust from the context of British business communication to connect with buyers, suppliers, or workers in the new country. In the context of British business communication, exchanges are primarily diplomatic, placing diplomacy before directness (World Business Culture, 2020). The British prefer non-confrontational communication in business situations because bluntness and confrontations could offend the other party (even when saying something negative in business, the British will look for a positive way to express it). The British people are open-minded and tolerant and aim to create business relations by letting conversation develop organically and asking permission before talking about potentially sensitive topics. In the UK, verbal agreements in business contracts are not final until contracts are signed in front of witnesses – this creates a strict line of separation between social and business communication and matters (World Business Culture, 2020). In this context, communication aims to create an atmosphere of fairness, trust, and reliability. British organisations tend to operate with open door policies, and their hierarchies are more flat, with frequent interactions between senior employees and their subordinates. British organisations use a great deal of written communication for purposes confirmation and record keeping on discussions or decisions, with an emphasis on professionalism. Evaluating the atmospheres of Germany and France and measuring them against the context of British business communication will help recommend the country that the Unilever might look to expand into. The evaluation will be based on facts about the country, cultural differences, and labour outlooks.
[bookmark: _Toc162540870]Organisation Overview
Unilever is a leading British-Dutch multinational company that specialises in developing, manufacturing, and selling consumer goods such as beverages, foods, beauty and care products, nutrition, and cleaning agents in over a hundred countries (Forbes, 2024). Unilever owns over four hundred brands, with annual sales in excess of £1 billion (Unilever, 2024). Unilever operates 4.4 million retail stores spread across 190 countries. It is an industry leader, with a €59.6 billion turnovers in the 2023 financial year (Unilever, 2024). Unilever has a diverse workforce, with 128,000 employees worldwide, and 55% of its managers are women (Unilever, 2024). Its organisational structure is broken down into five business groups, each with a clear vision and purpose: beauty and wellbeing, personal care, home care, nutrition, and ice cream.
[bookmark: _Toc162540871]Germany and France Country Evaluations
[bookmark: _Toc162540872]Country Facts
[bookmark: _Toc162540873]Social Contexts and Profile
Both Germany and France are keen on guaranteeing their populations a high degree of social protection and minimising inequality; however, this similarity ends in the approaches used by the two EU nations. Germany's labour takes centre stage in both its society and economy, with its government rallying its efforts towards economic performance and social integration (Fabre, 2012). The country has a high social protection level. On the other hand, France focuses on consumption, giving employees and their employers social autonomy, and maintaining a higher number of people in the labour market (Fabre, 2012). Germany's social context welcomes and promotes globalisation and cross-border business by actively seeking social and economic partners, while France deliberately minimises globalisation, which could limit the success of MNCs like Unilever within its borders. France has a higher equality index than Germany, with similar levels of gender equality to the UK.
[bookmark: _Toc162540874]Language
Both Germany and France have a strong affinity for their languages, German and French as their national/national languages, respectively. Minority languages in both countries are given little to no recognition. English is also a popular language in both countries; however, France has a lower English proficiency level than Germany (Cuddy, 2018). France has a moderate English proficiency than Germany's proficiency, which could impact communication when expanding from the UK to France or Germany. It is important to note that Brexit had reduced free movement between the EU nations and the UK, reducing the need to learn English (free movement between UK and other EU nations was a major incentive for learning English). The outcome is a dwindling English proficiency in the EU, which could affect international communication between the EU and UK labour and commodity markets.
[bookmark: _Toc162540875]Possible Risks
Expanding to either Germany or France from the UK poses similar political, economic, social-cultural and legal risks. The political risk facing Unilever's expansion to Germany or France stems from Brexit. Brexit has led to extreme changes in policies and regulations on major issues like immigration, labour laws, product/service regulations, and trade policies. The business will be exposed to extreme regulations, the re-introduction of border customers, and import-export duty between the UK and the chosen EU nation between Germany and France. Germany poses a higher economic risk than France because its economy relies heavily on manufacturing, which could result in stiff competition for Unilever. Germany exports 47% of its GDP and has a GVA of 23% compared to France's 10.14% GVA and 34.69% GDP export (GOV.UK, 2021a; GOV.UK, 2021b). Both countries face a risk of labour shortages but compensate for this with an availability of highly qualified labour. France has a higher risk of employee strikes than Germany, losing 128 days between 2010 and 2019, compared to Germany's and the UK's 17 and 18 days during the same period (Yanatma, 2023). These strikes could result in higher operational challenges and disruptions in France than in Germany.
[bookmark: _Toc162540876]Labour Outlook
[bookmark: _Toc162540877]Diversity
Diversity in both German and French workforces has increased markedly in the recent decade due to increased immigration and fast-paced lifestyles. Large cities in the two countries have become more heterogeneous, with a diversity perception of 92% in German cities and 81%in French cities (Schiller et al., 2020). However, in France, diversity is viewed to be a social problem, leading to negative attitudes, spatial segregation, racism, and socio-economic inequalities (Schiller et al., 2020) – this makes diversity a more delicate issue in France than in Germany, where the latter has a more openness to diversity especially in urban societies.
[bookmark: _Toc162540878]Cultural Differences According to Hofstede's Cultural Dimensions
Power Distance
Germany has a low power distance index of 35, with a highly decentralised middle class (The Culture Factor, 2024). There is vast employee participation in management decisions, with a participative communication style in formal meetings. Control is disliked in business communication, and subordinates are allowed to challenge their superiors' leadership. France has a higher power distance index of 68, almost twice that of Germany (The Culture Factor, 2024). A fair degree of inequality is accepted in France, with subordinates having a high dependency on their seniors. Power is more centralised in France, with companies operating in France demonstrating higher levels of hierarchy than in Germany. Individuals holding senior positions are often inaccessible, have privileges, and have little to no direct communication with subordinates.
Uncertainty Avoidance
Germany is a highly uncertainty-avoidant culture, with a score of 65. Individuals in Germany show deductive rather than inductive tendencies in their thinking and planning. They compensate for the high uncertainty avoidance with their reliance on expertise. France has an even higher uncertainty avoidance score of 86, where its people fancy structure and planning for every activity and business meeting or negotiation. This high uncertainty creates a need for strong laws, regulations, and policies to structure business activities such as communication.
Individualism vs Collectivism
Germany and France have individualistic cultures, with a score of 67 and 71, respectively (The Culture Factor, 2024). There is a high focus on self-actualisation in the two countries, where loyalty is based on personal preferences, duty, and responsibility. Employer-employee contracts, guide workplace relationships and communications and personalised communication is ideal instead of addressing individuals as a group. People are emotionally independent and only concerned about themselves and their immediate associates. Germany and France have a strong distinction between work and personal life, with a high dependence on what the 'boss' says in the workplace. Employees are self-motivated and often do what they are expected to do – they are willing to serve well.
Masculinity vs femininity
German culture is considered masculine, and high performance is valued. People live to work and draw a lot of self-esteem and satisfaction from their work. Individuals with leadership or superior positions are expected to be assertive and decisive, and their masculine status is often reinforced through material items such as watches, cars, and technical devices. France is more feminine, with a masculinity vs femininity score of 43 against Germany's score of 66 (The Culture Factor, 2024). Unlike Germany, the French focus on the quality of life more than the quality of work. 
Long vs Short-Term Orientation
Both France and Germany are highly pragmatic, with long-term orientation scores of 63 and 83, respectively (The Culture Factor, 2024). They are short-term because they believe the truth about situations is very dependent on context, and it can change over time. This allows them to conform to changing conditions easily, increasing their perseverance and agility.
Indulgence vs Restraint
Regarding indulgence vs restraint, Germany has a score of 40, indicating a restrained culture (The Culture Factor, 2024). Cultures with high restraint have pessimism and cynicism tendencies and do not put much emphasis on leisure and gratification. German's actions are restrained by social norms and values. France has a middle indulgence vs restrain score of 48, showing a small degree of restraint compared to Germany (The Culture Factor, 2024). Its people are more relaxed than Germans and enjoy leisure.
[bookmark: _Toc162540879]Communication Barriers
[bookmark: _Toc162540880]Ethnocentrism
Individuals from different cultures have a natural tendency to look at other cultures through their own lenses. This tendency causes ethnocentrism, where individuals believe their culture's way of doing things is the right way, resulting in negative judgement of behaviours that do not conform to their culture (Choudhary, 2021). Thus, they see behaviours from other cultures as odd or improper, creating an ‘us’ versus ‘them’ mentality that can interfere with interactions and communication in international exchanges.
[bookmark: _Toc162540881]Stereotyping
Stereotypes refer to oversimplified clichés about people from certain cultures or countries. Stereotypes can be based on many different characteristics, including ethnicity, sexual orientation, age, gender, race, or nationality. Some stereotypes can be good or good, but most of them are negative, resulting in generalisation that can harm individual interactions and communication because they lead to prejudice, discrimination, and misguided assumptions. Stereotypes can lead to false assumptions, which influence how a message is understood, shaping communication between senders and receivers.
[bookmark: _Toc162540882]Psychological Barriers
Psychological communication barriers emerge from mental and emotional limitations caused by psychological factors or emotions. Emotions such as anger can adversely affect communication ability (Choudhary, 2021). In international business communication, psychological factors like attitudes and values threaten communication, where negative attitudes about a particular culture, religion, or nation could bar effective communication when sending or receiving a message.
[bookmark: _Toc162540883]Language Barriers
International communication involves individuals from different nationalities, each with a different language. This language difference can bar effective communication between team members. Most teams often resolve to a common language like English; however, some members are less fluent in the chosen language than others, limiting their ability to communicate effectively with the rest of the team – it can be challenging for them to communicate ideas or thoughts, and understand what they are being told (Choudhary, 2021; Holliday, 2021). Language barriers might influence individuals' communication efficiency, workplace competence, or performance.
[bookmark: _Toc162540884]Conflicting Values
Value clashes can compromise interactions and communication between individuals. These values are based on cultural norms that guide how individuals interact and forge relationships. The conflict takes different shapes, including task-oriented vs relationship-oriented, direct vs indirect communication, open vs subtle conflict management, informality vs formality, structure vs flexible scheduling, and egalitarian vs hierarchical values, each influencing international communication in some way (Choudhary, 2021; Goehlich et al., 2015). For example, individuals from a direct culture like Germany will speak directly, which might come across as insensitive to an individual from an indirect culture like France.
[bookmark: _Toc162540885]Geographical Distance
In multinational corporations, individuals do not often get the opportunity to interact and build interpersonal relationships with people working in the same organisation. The lack of interpersonal relationships can limit effective information exchange, making collaboration challenging, especially where teams outside the head office are involved. Geographical distance also brings about time zone differences, making it difficult for individuals outside the parent country to cope with timings (it makes them less convenient, especially where the time differences are vast). 
[bookmark: _Toc162540886]Recommendation
The recommended EU nations for Unilever to expand to between the two evaluated EU countries is Germany over France. Evidence shows that the business will have a greater chance of success in Germany because its profile, culture, and labour outlook set the stage for healthier international communication with the British multinational. Evidence from the valuation shows that Germany has a higher level of English proficiency than France and one of the highest levels in Europe. This high proficiency can help address the language communication barriers in international business. Germany has a strong focus on social integration and actively promotes globalisation, which can provide Unilever with a strong foundation in the country and connect with its people – this foundation can be enhanced by lower economic risks in Germany, and the country has a strong manufacturing industry, which could benefit Unilever's manufacturing activities. The German labour market experienced fewer labour strikes than France, ensuring fewer communication interruptions between the new branch and the parent company in the UK. Germany has a higher diversity than France, and its people are more open to other immigrants than France. This makes Germany more inclusive, with a perfect atmosphere for communication in an MNC. In terms of culture, Germany's culture provides a better communication climate than France's. In the German culture, power is decentralised, allowing for direct and informal communication, which is common in the context of British business communication. The culture is highly individualistic, with a focus on self-actualisation, which is achieved through duty, preferences, and responsibility, making it easy to set up a structured international communication process between Germany and the UK because individuals are committed to their communication duties. Last, there are fewer conflicting values between the UK and Germany, where communication in both countries is task-oriented, direct, open, informal, structured, and egalitarian. The German culture has a high level of uncertainty avoidance, and Unilever should be keen when setting up operations in Germany because this uncertainty avoidance can create pitfalls like change resistance, slow innovation, and high regulation. 
The recommended approach for overcoming international communication barriers is to create cultural awareness in the organisation while promoting inclusion and diversity. Cultural awareness and inclusion can address ethnocentrism by enhancing open-mindedness towards other values, ways of doing things, and behaviours. The awareness can help Unilever address stereotype barriers by assisting employees in memorising and acknowledging cultural differences between the UK and Germany. The business should apply telecommunication and online collaboration tools like Zoom, MS Teams, and Slack to facilitate long-distance communication. The company should organise retreats and get-togethers regularly to allow employees from the two countries to interact and build interpersonal relationships, enhancing collaboration and engagement in virtual communication.
[bookmark: _Toc162540887]Conclusion
[bookmark: _GoBack]While Germany and France share some commonalities, the evaluation shows that their opinions and relationships with outsiders or MNCs are diverse. Although each nation strives to balance national identity while entertaining the outside world, Germany is more open to globalisation, with a more diverse and inclusive population. Its profile and Hofstede's cultural evaluation demonstrate openness to economic and social relationships with different cultures or nationalities. Drawing on this evaluation between Germany and France, it is clear that Germany is the better expansion option for UK Unilever. The country offers a favourable atmosphere for multinational companies that will allow the business to manage its operations effectively and have effective international communication. Its culture and labour outlooks are conducive to a global organisation, coupled with fewer communication barriers due to value similarities between the UK and Germany than between the UK and France. Evidence suggests that Germany has fewer economic, social, and labour risks, making it even more favourable. Therefore, Germany is the better option for Unilever's expansion between the two countries.
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