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Culture is an essential aspect for businesses when expanding to new international markets since it facilitates decision-making on the approaches and strategies to adopt to operate in the new market. Culture also helps to facilitate communication when engaging in international business since it dictates how the communication process can take place. Understanding the culture of the customers in the potential market helps one to understand the beliefs and values that guide communication and this contributes to a successful negotiation process. This essay evaluates the communication styles between a UK-based company and its Japanese partner as they collaborate to develop new products in Asia. 
The essay will utilise Unilever as the known UK-based multinational company partnering with Mellia Cosmetics, a leading retail company in Japan to evaluate the communication between these two distinct cultures. It evaluates the cultural contexts in both regions to assess how the communication process differs in the two regions due to the difference in their cultural beliefs and practices. It outlines how the different communication styles rooted in the cultural context of the UK and Japan can lead to misunderstandings and miscommunication during collaboration. The essay relies on Hofstede’s cultural dimensions theory to assess clear insights into international business communication. 
[bookmark: _Toc183249944]Chosen Organisation- Unilever 
Unilever UK is a leading consumer goods company that creates and sells products in categories like food, beverages, cleaning, and personal care. Its well-known brands include Dove, Lipton, Hellmann's, and Persil. The company operates with a focus on sustainability, aiming to reduce its environmental impact and support social initiatives. Unilever UK is part of the global Unilever group, which serves billions of customers worldwide. Headquartered in London, it plays a key role in the UK economy by providing jobs, promoting innovation, and supporting local communities. The company emphasises sustainable practices, such as reducing plastic waste and lowering carbon emissions, as part of its commitment to making sustainable living commonplace for everyone.

[bookmark: _Toc183249945]Cultural Dimensions: Hofstede’s cultural dimensions theory insights
Hofstede’s cultural dimensions theory is a theoretical framework that evaluates how different values and practices in the workplace environment are influenced by culture. The framework is based on six main dimensions that vary from one culture to another and influence the organisational behaviour, communication styles and approaches towards the decision-making process in the organisation. these six dimensions include power distance, individualism vs collectivism, uncertainty avoidance, masculinity vs femininity, long-term vs short-term and indulgence vs restraint (Zemojtel-Piotrowska and Piotrowski, 2023). 
In the UK context, there is low power distance since organisations value a participative approach to leadership despite the established hierarchies. Employees are encouraged to share their views freely, and authority figures may not strictly enforce hierarchy. This approach promotes transparency but may be misinterpreted as a lack of respect for hierarchy in cultures with higher power distance. On the other hand, the Japanese culture promotes high power distance whereby there is much respect for hierarchy and the communication process strictly follows the chain of command. Employees in Japan may be reluctant to question their leaders since it is regarded as a sign of disrespect while the UK employees find this as normal.  The possible risk based on this aspect is that when expanding in the Japanese market, the behaviour of the UK managers can be interpreted as disrespect thus terminating the negotiation process. 
Therefore, when venturing into the Japanese market, Unilever must strike a balance between the two and adapt to the Japanese culture as a sign of respect for the consumers’ cultural practices and values which will attract them to interact with the brand.  The most appropriate communication style for the two companies would be the passive communication style whereby both parties would give their opinions and find a way on how best to approach the Japanese market. The Japanese team would provide proper guidelines on how best to approach the market while adhering to the specific hierarchies outlined. 
Individualistic culture values personal autonomy and self-reliance whereby individuals are allowed to express themselves and make their decisions independently. In such a culture, communication is direct and individuals focus on their goals and ambitions independently. Collectivism on the other hand involves group cohesion and collective responsibility which influences the decision-making process and communication is indirect. UK culture emphasises individualism whereby personal goals and achievements are highly valued and this dictates a more assertive and direct communication style (Khan et al., 2016). Employees mainly voice opinions advocate for personal perspectives and prioritise individual recognition. On the other hand, Japanese culture values collectivism and promotes group harmony which dictates the communication styles to be used. The possible risk associated with this aspect is ineffective communication based on the decision-making process which can affect the negotiation process. Indirect communication is essential in collectivism and this necessitates the need for Unilever managers to tailor its culture and adopt the Japanese collectivism concept for successful business negotiations with Mellia Cosmetics.
Uncertainty avoidance is a dimension that evaluates the culture’s tolerance for uncertainty whereby high avoidance indicates a preference for a structured environment with clear rules and detailed planning. Cultures with low uncertainty are more adaptable and open to innovation. The UK culture supports moderate tolerance and ambiguity to uncertainties and is more flexible allowing adaptive responses to any changes taking place with time. Communication involves open discussions and brainstorming during the decision-making process (Holliday, 2018). On the other hand, the Japanese culture is highly structured reflecting the need for structure and clear expectations that have detailed planning to minimise risks. Japanese employees rely on formal structures detailed protocols and chain of command to minimise uncertainty. Unilever must ensure that when negotiating for the partnership, they ensure that they adopt the structures and the hierarchies in the Japanese market, unlike the flexible approach in the UK context. 
The masculinity vs femininity dimension is concerned with the values that dictate the traditional aspects of a business such as competitiveness compared to the feminine aspects of a business such as the quality of life and cooperation at the workplace. Masculine culture focuses on the achievement and success of the business while feminine evaluates the work-life balance of the employees and teamwork (Ferreira et al., 2014). The UK culture portrays the masculine culture whereby competition and achievement are highly valued with minimal emphasis placed on the work-life balance and quality of life. Japanese culture on the other hand is highly masculine as the workplace culture is highly-competitive and performance-oriented. In Japan, people work for long hours to ensure organisational performance and success where organisational goals are prioritised over personal goals and objectives. Japanese employees may interpret the UK’s balanced approach to achievement and well-being as less competitive or lacking assertiveness, while UK employees may find Japan’s high dedication to performance as potentially unsustainable. 
This aspect will influence the communication style, especially for Unilever managers to ensure that they adopt effective communication styles that help employees understand the organisational goals and then work towards achieving them. Unilever would opt for an adaptive communication style whereby their communication style may lean towards clarity, efficiency, and getting to the point quickly. To adapt to Mellia’s potential high-context style, Unilever team members could be encouraged to provide additional background or context, particularly when introducing new ideas or making decisions. This ensures Mellia feels informed and respected and Unilever sticks to the cultural practices of the Japanese people. 
The long-term vs short-term orientation dimension evaluates the extent to which a culture values future-oriented behaviours such as perseverance, thrift and adapting to the changing circumstances. UK’s culture is short-term oriented whereby it mainly focuses on the immediate results and adaptability. This culture fosters an effective and fast-paced communication style whereby information flows effectively and on time to enhance the decision-making process (Bowe et al., 2014). The Japanese culture, emphasises long-term orientation characterised by long-term and healthy business relationships. In this culture, communication is done cautiously and mindful to ensure that the relationships are not ruined and decisions are sustainable over time. Therefore, the communication styles adopted must be cautious and flexible to establish these long-term relationships. Mellia may value building relationships outside the formal business context. Organising occasional joint social events or cultural exchanges, where team members can connect on a personal level, could deepen trust and enhance long-term cooperation. Understanding that Mellia may prioritize a more gradual approach to relationship-building, Unilever might find that being patient during initial stages of collaboration will yield more open communication and loyalty from Mellia over time.




	Dimension
	UK
	
	
	Japan

	
	Score
	Evaluation
	Score 
	Evaluation

	Power Distance
	35
	The UK has a low score, indicating a preference for democracy and reduced hierarchy. Employees often challenge authority and expect inclusivity in decision-making.
	54
	Japan scores moderately, suggesting a respect for hierarchy but with collaboration valued in workplaces. Seniority is respected in decision-making processes.

	Individualism
	89
	The UK is highly individualistic, focusing on personal goals and self-expression. People value independence and prioritise personal achievements.
	46
	Japan is more collectivistic, with strong group loyalty and community focus. Individuals often prioritise group harmony over personal interests.

	Masculinity
	65
	The UK leans toward masculinity, emphasizing competition, achievement, and success, but still maintains balance with progressive social values.
	95
	Japan is highly masculine, prioritising work ethic, competitiveness, and achievement. Traditional gender roles are more pronounced than in the UK.
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Evaluation of the UK and Japanese Business Culture
The collaboration between Mellia Cosmetics and Unilever is an effective way of Unilever to reach Japanese consumers thus enhancing the company’s success in the Japanese market. The UK culture is mainly characterised by the independence of customers in making decisions especially regarding the brands to purchase (Wang and Rafiq, 2014). The UK culture also values work-life balance whereby employers are concerned about the overall well-being of employees (Beugelsdijk et al., 2017). British negotiation tends to be objective and data-driven, focusing on reaching mutually beneficial solutions. Conflicts are typically handled calmly and rationally, avoiding overt displays of emotion (Beugelsdijk et al., 2017). 
In the Japanese cultural context, communication style is highly complex whereby much is left unsaid, and understanding often relies on reading between the lines, interpreting body language, and context (De Vos, 2024).  Silence plays a big role in communication since it is termed as a way of respect and thoughtful of others. Trust and loyalty is an essential aspect which is built over time and this requires the businesses partners to cultivate patience and establish lifelong relationships (Calder, 2021). Japanese consumers also value the products' aesthetics in terms of packaging and quality standards which dictates the attention to detail by companies. 
[bookmark: _Toc183249947]Impact of cultural differences on communication
The existing differences in the UK and Japanese culture are likely to influence the approaches and the strategies that Unilever should adopt to establish a successful partnership with Mellia Cosmetics when venturing into the Japanese market. These cultural differences shape the communication styles that both companies should navigate to win customers in the Japanese market. In the UK, formal communication is necessary for business negotiations while in Japan, indirect communication is highly valued for building trust over time. Therefore, since the company is expanding to the Japanese market, the managers at Unilever need to tailor their mode of communication in such a way that it accommodates the Japanese partners and looks attractive to the consumers in the Japanese market. 
Consumers in the Japanese market are attracted to brands whose quality is good and have a good reputation with good relations in the market which dictates the communication styles to adopt to engage and win their trust (Garcia, 2016). Unilever must adjust its culture in such a way that it focuses more on building trust among its customers. This may mean adjusting expectations around timelines and decision-making processes to accommodate Japan’s meticulous and group-oriented approach. Unilever needs to strike a balance between the direct communication that occurs in the UK culture and with indirect communication that exists in the Japanese market to find an effective way of attracting customers from the Japanese market. The partnership can ensure smooth collaboration of the two companies and ensure product offerings which align closely with the Japanese consumer expectations and this can strengthen their presence and success in the Japanese market. 
[bookmark: _Toc183249948]Communication barriers for Unilever in UK and Japan
Cultural differences between the UK and Japanese cultures are likely to lead to miscommunications and misunderstandings which may affect the negotiations and the partnerships. These areas of potential miscommunication due to cultural differences are likely to influence collaboration among multinational companies. Hierarchical communication is one area in which the two companies are likely to differ and possible misunderstandings are likely to occur. UK culture portrays a lower power distance whereby hierarchy and chain of command are not strictly followed as employees are allowed to question and challenge their leaders. Japanese culture on the other hand has a high power distance whereby the chain of command is strict and employees are expected to respect those in authority without questioning (Lubowiecki-Vikuk, 2020). These differences are likely to result in misunderstandings and miscommunication whereby when the UK team overlooks the hierarchy protocols and sticks to their cultural norma, the Japanese team may interpret this as disrespect thus making them uncomfortable. On the other hand, when the Japanese operate within their cultural practices and strictly adhere to their protocols and hierarchy, the UK team may find this insensitive thus leading to miscommunication and unsuccessful negotiation. 
The UK culture emphasises direct communication and giving feedback which varies from the Japanese way of indirect communication. Communication in the UK culture is straightforward with individuals valuing clarity and honesty as this helps to identify the specific areas of improvement for better performance within the organisation. However, the Japanese culture focuses on indirect communication and prioritises group harmony to avoid confrontations and respect other people’s feelings (Adler and Graham, 2017). For the UK team, this way of communication and giving feedback may be ambiguous and they may fail to establish the exact problem and hence find it challenging to find solutions to improve. On the other hand, the Japanese team may interpret the way of giving feedback by the UK team to be disrespectful and insensitive without being considerate of how one will feel. Failure to establish these differences and work on something unifying may lead to misunderstandings as each team interprets the actions of the other team based on their conflicting cultural norms. 
[bookmark: _Toc183249949]Recommended Strategies for effective communication
Therefore, to attain effective communication between the two cultures and facilitate successful collaboration, the two companies need to adapt different strategies that can help in bridging the cultural differences and facilitate understanding to meet the desired goals and objectives. Cultural training is the first strategy that the two companies can consider to help each team understand each other’s communication styles, cultural values and practices. During the training, both teams can be trained on the different communication styles in each culture and then find a way of harmonising each of the styles to favour their business negotiations (Daniels et al., 2019). It is important to evaluate the verbal and non-verbal cues of communication in the Japanese culture to help the UK team understand what is offensive and what is acceptable among the Japanese to facilitate understanding. It is also important to focus on direct communication in the UK culture and help the Japanese team understand how communication occurs among them to enhance understanding. 
Since the communication between the two teams is hindered by the different cultural values and beliefs, it is important to adapt unique communication channels that are favourable to both teams. Japan’s high-context culture often values in-depth, face-to-face interactions where non-verbal cues play a significant role, while the UK might prefer concise, direct, and structured communication, such as emails or video calls for quick decisions (Bowe et al., 2014). Therefore, to bridge this gap, both teams can consider different and unique communication channels that are favourable to both teams and enhance the flow of information among the relevant stakeholders. They may have different communication channels depending on the type of information and the urgency of the message to favour both teams. 
[bookmark: _Toc183249950]Conclusion
Understanding and adapting to cultural communication differences is essential in international partnerships, especially for multinationals like Unilever expanding into the Japanese market. Hofstede’s dimensions are essential in understanding and recognizing the distinctions between cultures and how they influence communication in an organisational setting. Leaders can develop strategies that respect these differences for efficiency and success. Effective cross-cultural communication not only prevents misunderstandings but also fosters stronger, more cohesive teams, paving the way for long-term partnership success.
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