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[bookmark: _Toc192502014]Introduction
[bookmark: _Toc192502015]Every organisational success element directly relates to effective communication operations in international business. Effective business communication functions as a fundamental requirement to transfer knowledge develop relationships conduct deal discussions as well and maintain long-term business partnerships (Buckley et al., 2022). Managers operating multinational corporations (MNCs) abroad require effective communication methods to lead international workforces exchange knowledge and conduct successful interregional cooperation projects. Companies operating within the FMCG and beauty sector heavily rely on effective communication because of their consumer-driven industry competition. The FMCG sector demands companies merge their marketing methods alongside their leadership tactics, and their business conversational practices among different cultural areas (Strange and Zucchella, 2017). The position of Country Director within a UK-based multinational firm demands the management of a team wherein UK and Japanese employees create specific communication obstacles. The company needs to develop new products with a leading Japanese firm through marketing while guaranteeing proper operation between different cultural teams. 
The methodical evaluation of communication variations stands vital for project excellence since errors in interpretation create leadership conflicts which produce efficiency losses through communication breakdowns. The global economy reflects differing communication approaches through the examples of UK and Japanese business conduct. The UK business culture relies on direct low-context methods of communication yet Japanese business culture requires people to communicate using indirect high-context frameworks (Bowe et al., 2014). Multinational operations create distinct obstacles between various jurisdictions by affecting decision-making processes and both leadership efficiencies as well as market development. Researching both Unilever (UK) and Shiseido (Japan) as leading FMCG and beauty companies allows us to understand better their communication patterns. Unilever must modify its leadership approaches and communication techniques because its global expansion includes operating across low-context and high-context business environments. As Shiseido expands its business in Western markets the company must develop detailed knowledge of direct communication methods and international team collaboration techniques.

Purpose & Objectives
This essay aims to evaluate the differences in UK and Japanese communication styles and their impact on business success, using Unilever and Shiseido as case studies. By analysing how these companies navigate cross-cultural communication challenges, this study will provide insights into effective strategies for international business management.
Key research questions include:
· How do UK and Japanese communication styles differ, and what challenges arise in business partnerships?
· How have Unilever and Shiseido adapted their communication strategies to succeed in global markets?
International Business (IB) research highlights the significance of communication in areas such as expatriate adjustment, global leadership, and international joint venture performance. As global mobility and virtual teams continue to reshape business landscapes, understanding cross-cultural communication remains a critical priority.
[bookmark: _Toc192502016]Structure of the Paper
This essay is structured as follows:
· Literature Review/Theoretical Framework: Explores key communication theories, including Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions and Hall’s High- and Low-Context Communication Model, to establish a comparative framework for UK and Japanese business communication.
· Analysis & Discussion: Examines Unilever and Shiseido’s communication strategies, highlighting case studies that demonstrate successes and challenges in their global operations.
· Conclusion & Recommendations: Summarises key findings and proposes best practices for improving communication in UK-Japan business collaborations within the FMCG and beauty industry.
[bookmark: _Toc192502017]Literature Review / Theoretical Framework
Understanding the differences in business communication between the UK and Japan requires an analysis of established cultural theories that explain how national cultures influence workplace interactions, decision-making, and corporate relationships.
[bookmark: _Toc192502018]Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions
Hofstede’s framework highlights key cultural differences that shape communication styles in the UK and Japan (Beugelsdijk et al.,2017):
Table 1. Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions
	Dimension
	UK (Unilever)
	Japan (Shiseido)

	Individualism (IDV)
	High
	Low

	
	Employees encouraged to express opinions, self-reliant
	Group harmony is prioritised over individual views

	Power Distance (PDI)
	Low
	High

	
	Open hierarchy, informal leader-subordinate relationships
	Respect for hierarchy, decisions made top-down

	Uncertainty Avoidance (UAI)
	Moderate
	High

	
	Flexible, adaptable to new ideas
	Prefers stability, avoids risk



Individualism vs. Collectivism
Merkin and Merkin (2018) mentioned that business communication becomes direct and employees have an opportunity to share their voice opinion when individualism is high, here the UK ranks high in individualism. This range is suitable for organisations like Unilever. They can open a debate-driven corporate culture, where decisions are made quickly, and employees challenge ideas.  Due to the collaboration of Unilever and Japanese firms; a direct approach can conflict with Japan’s collectivist values (Takai & Ota, 2014). this step can create misunderstanding in the workplace.   UK executives expect quick, independent decisions on the contrary, Japanese counterparts require collective agreement before taking action.
Power Distance
In addition, Japan exhibits a high power distance. This value show hierarchy and seniority influence decision-making (Hooker, 2012). UK businesses, in contrast, have lower power distance, fostering open discussions across different ranks (Ferraro and Brody, 2015). At Shiseido, employees are less likely to challenge senior leaders or give direct feedback, which can slow down innovation and decision-making in cross-border teams. Conversely, Unilever’s flatter hierarchy may be seen as disrespectful or informal in Japanese corporate culture, creating leadership conflicts in joint ventures.
Uncertainty Avoidance
Japan ranks high in uncertainty avoidance, preferring structured processes, long-term planning, and risk aversion. The UK, with moderate uncertainty avoidance, is more open to ambiguity and change (Adler and Graham, 2017). Unilever’s dynamic, innovation-driven culture may clash with Shiseido’s preference for stability and extensive risk assessment. UK firms may find Japan’s slow decision-making frustrating, while Japanese companies may view UK firms as too impulsive or lacking detail-oriented planning.
[bookmark: _Toc192502019]High-Context vs. Low-Context Communication Theory
Hall’s (1976) framework categorises the UK as a low-context culture, where communication is explicit, clear, and direct. In contrast, Japan is a high-context culture, relying on non-verbal cues, indirect messaging, and shared understanding (Broeder, 2021).
Table 2. Communication Style Between Different Culture 
	Communication Style

	UK (Unilever)
	Japan (Shiseido)

	Low-Context
	High-Context



Low-Context (UK – Unilever)
UK businesses favor clear contracts, open discussions, and efficiency in negotiations.  Unilever’s corporate meetings involve structured agendas, explicit instructions, and direct questioning. When Unilever negotiates with Japanese companies, its straightforward style may be perceived as aggressive. Direct criticism or strong disagreement can harm long-term business relationships, as Japanese professionals expect subtle, indirect communication to maintain harmony (Adler and Graham, 2017).
High-Context (Japan – Shiseido)
Japanese professionals use non-verbal communication, implied meaning, and indirect responses to avoid confrontation and build trust. UK professionals may struggle to interpret Japanese indirect responses and assume agreement when there is none. This can lead to misaligned expectations in partnerships, where UK teams expect immediate action, while Japanese counterparts prefer a longer, relationship-building approach (Tabata and Vrij, 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc192502020]Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner’s (1997) Seven Dimensions of Culture
Universalism vs. Particularism 
The UK follows universalism, where rules and contracts dictate business operations, whereas Japan prioritises relationships and long-term trust (Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner, 2025). Unilever expects legally binding agreements, while Shiseido prioritises trust-based partnerships. UK firms might find Japan’s emphasis on relationship-building inefficient, while Japanese firms may view contractual rigidity as lacking flexibility (Gelfand et al., 2007).
Achievement vs. Ascription
The UK promotes performance-based promotions, whereas Japan respects seniority and hierarchy (Tabata and Vrij, 2022). Unilever’s meritocratic system may clash with Shiseido’s traditional seniority-based hierarchy, creating talent retention challenges in joint ventures.
Neutral vs. Emotional
The UK favours neutral, fact-driven communication, while Japan integrates emotions and gestures subtly. UK managers may overlook Japanese employees’ non-verbal cues, leading to misinterpretations of agreement or dissatisfaction in negotiations and internal discussions 
UK (Unilever)
Universalism
 Achievement   
 Direct Communication       
 Task-Oriented              
Japan (Shiseido)
Particularism
Ascription

Indirect Communication
Relationship-Oriented
Chart: UK vs. Japan Business Culture


[bookmark: _Toc192502021]Key Differences in Communication Styles
Table 3. Unilever (UK)  Shiseido (Japan) Different in Communication Styles


	
	Aspect
	Unilever (UK)
	Shiseido (Japan)

	Communication Style
	Direct
	Explicit
	Open Debate
	Indirect
	Implicit
	Hierarchical

	Decision-Making
	Quick
	Consensus-Driven
	Slow
	Top-Down Approval-Based

	Feedback Culture
	Open Criticism
	Constructive
	Indirect, Saving Face is Important
	Saving Face is Important

	Non-Verbal Cues
	Minimal Reliance
	Words Are Key
	High Reliance On Silence
	Gestures

	Negotiation Style
	Contract-Focused
	Pragmatic
	Relationship-Based
	Long-Term Trust-Building



	
	



British business culture is characterised by straightforward and efficiency-driven communication, where meetings are task-oriented, and feedback is openly given (Nixon and Bull, 2006). Unilever, as a UK-based company, follows this model, encouraging debate and quick decision-making. In contrast, Japanese business communication, as seen in Shiseido, is indirect and hierarchical, where messages are often context-dependent and subtly conveyed (Borgulya, 2000). Employees prioritise group consensus and maintaining harmony, meaning feedback is often softened or given indirectly to avoid confrontation.
[bookmark: _Toc192502022]Gaps in Research & Practical Implications
Although research on cultural dimensions and business communication is extensive, specific studies on UK-Japan business interactions in the FMCG & beauty industry remain scarce. Most studies focus on sectors such as manufacturing, finance, and technology, overlooking the role of branding, marketing, and consumer communication in cross-cultural business (Nguyen et al., 2021; Zingales, 2011; Shachaf, 2008).
· Bridging communication gaps: UK and Japanese companies should train employees in cross-cultural business communication to improve negotiations and teamwork
· Adapting negotiation strategies: Unilever and Shiseido can integrate relationship-based communication (Japan) with direct decision-making (UK) for smoother collaborations 
· Hybrid communication models: By combining explicit and implicit communication approaches, businesses can enhance market penetration, leadership effectiveness, and employee satisfaction
[bookmark: _Toc192502023]Analysis & Discussion
[bookmark: _Toc192502024]Comparison of UK and Japanese Communication Styles
‌[image: ]
Figure 1
Figure 2. . Cultural Dimensions in Japan, the UK. Range 0–100
Source: (Theculturefactor.com, 2021)
Cultural values significantly shape business communication, decision-making, and leadership styles. One of the key dimensions affecting these aspects is Power Distance, which measures how societies perceive and handle hierarchy. The UK’s low-context communication style aligns with its low Power Distance Index (PDI) score of 35. British professionals value clarity, and employees at all levels are encouraged to express their views openly This reflects Britain’s deep-rooted belief in minimising social inequalities, despite its historical class system Japan, with a moderate PDI score of 54, follows a different approach. While hierarchy is respected, decision-making is not entirely top-down. Instead, Japan follows ringi-sei, a consensus-based decision-making process where approvals must pass through multiple layers before reaching senior management. Foreigners may perceive this as slow and overly hierarchical, but in reality, it reflects Japan’s collectivist approach to leadership rather than strict authority (Theculturefactor.com, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc192502025]Attitudes Toward Hierarchy and Decision-Making
In the UK, hierarchy exists but is less rigid. Authority figures are approachable, and decision-making is often decentralised. This is evident in Unilever’s leadership model, where regional managers have significant autonomy in decision-making (Agata Nikonowicz, 2024). In contrast, Japan’s hierarchical structure does not necessarily mean autocratic decision-making. The nemawashi (pre-consultation) process ensures that multiple stakeholders agree before a decision is finalised, making leadership more collective than authoritarian. This is evident in Shiseido’s emphasis on long-term strategic consensus rather than quick executive decisions (Umemura and Slater, 2017).
Table 4. Non-Verbal Communication (Body Language, Silence, Gestures)
	Non-Verbal Communication (Body Language, Silence, Gestures)

	UK
	Japan

	eye contact
	Silence is often seen as discomfort or hesitation
	Silence is a strategic communication tool
	Direct eye

	explicit verbal cues
	handshake
	Direct eye contact with superiors can sometimes be seen as disrespectful


[bookmark: _Toc192502026]Potential Misunderstandings in the Unilever-Shiseido Business Context
[bookmark: _Toc192502027]In the context of meetings, negotiations, and leadership styles, Unilever and Shiseido operate with distinct cultural expectations. British professionals at Unilever generally prefer clear agendas, swift decision-making, and open debates. Employees are encouraged to challenge senior leadership if necessary, fostering a dynamic and participatory business environment (Van Beek and Grachev, 2010). In contrast, Shiseido follows a Japanese business culture where meetings prioritise relationship-building over immediate decision-making. Final decisions come later after internal consensus (Kim and Thao, 2019). Email communication and collaboration also differ. UK professionals prefer clear, action-oriented emails. Japanese professionals value formality, indirectness, and polite phrasing. British employees may see Japanese responses as indecisive. In contrast, Japanese employees may find UK emails too blunt or impolite. Marketing approaches vary as well. Unilever uses direct and efficiency-focused messaging. Shiseido emphasises subtlety and aesthetics. Localised communication is essential for effective brand positioning (Sheth and Parvatiyar, 2020). Feedback and conflict resolution also show key differences. In the UK, feedback is direct and aimed at performance improvement (Van Beek and Grachev, 2010). In Japan, feedback is indirect to maintain group harmony. It is often given through a third party (Chux Gervase Iwu and Shambare, 2023). These differences can create challenges. Unilever managers may struggle with Japan’s subtle feedback style. Shiseido employees may feel uncomfortable with the UK’s direct criticism.
Case Study Application: Unilever (UK) & Shiseido (Japan)
As a fundamental element of its operations, Unilever develops communication systems that integrate both innovation and openness. The company encourages employees to exchange thoughts and present challenges through direct discussions which promotes innovative thinking and operational efficiency (Unilever PLC, 2021). Operationally this matches UK's low PDI standards which Unilever displays through its decentralised leadership model granting extensive power to its regional managers. Shiseido maintains a management structure that bases decision-making on hierarchical organisation but requires wide employee consensus. Japan’s moderate PDI score shows itself in a process with multiple levels of decision-making. The decision-making process at Shiseido focuses on sustainable relationship development before achieving efficiency since the company values trust and organisational harmony higher than quick conclusions.
The marketing strategies of Unilever differ significantly from those of Shiseido. Unilever targets consumers through advertising which presents real-life benefits combined with public-spirited messages presented in straightforward ways. Through its Real Beauty campaign Dove demonstrates how transparent stories can address body image concerns directly according to UnileverPLC (2021). Emotionally driven and subtly crafted advertising serves Shiseido as its strategy to build lasting brand loyalty between customers. The Japanese market prefers understated advertising styles in their beauty commercials showing refined communication methods (Umemura and Slater, 2017).
Business communication among UK and Japanese organisations becomes successful through proper comprehension of their cultural and hierarchical structural differences. The UK maintains low power distance along with direct communication styles and quick decision times yet Japan operates under a moderate hierarchy that includes subtle communication approaches and group collaboration for reaching agreements. A successful partnership between Unilever and Shiseido demands the companies to modify their communication approaches evolve mutual expectations and launch cross-cultural training initiatives. These actions will enable them to improve their worldwide market presence together with their leadership capabilities and establish lasting partnerships in both FMCG and beauty sectors.
[bookmark: _Toc192502028]Conclusion & Recommendations
This analysis highlights the significant differences in communication styles between the UK and Japan, particularly in the context of Power Distance, decision-making, and leadership structures. The UK, with a lower PDI score (35), embraces direct communication, minimal hierarchy, and a fast-paced decision-making process. Conversely, Japan’s moderate PDI score (54) reflects a respect for hierarchy, indirect communication, and a consensus-driven approach to decision-making. These differences can create misunderstandings in leadership expectations, feedback styles, and negotiation processes, which are important in international FMCG and beauty industries like Unilever and Shiseido. Cultural awareness is essential for effective collaboration, reducing miscommunication, and fostering stronger international partnerships. Given the competitive nature of the global beauty and FMCG industries, companies that fail to bridge cultural gaps risk inefficiencies, delays, and strained business relationships. To improve cross-cultural collaboration between Unilever and Shiseido, business leaders should adopt the following strategies:
Cultural Awareness Training Programs
· Implement regular workshops on UK-Japan cultural differences, covering hierarchy, decision-making, and communication preferences.
· Introduce interactive role-playing exercises to help employees navigate indirect vs. direct feedback styles.
· Offer language and etiquette training to enhance mutual understanding in emails, meetings, and virtual collaboration.
Adapting Leadership Styles to Fit Both Work Cultures
· Encourage UK leaders to adopt a more patient, consensus-based approach when working with Japanese teams.
· Train Japanese managers to be more open to direct feedback and flexible decision-making when collaborating with UK teams.
· Establish dual-leadership structures, where decision-making includes both hierarchical approval (Japan) and empowerment of middle managers (UK).
Hybrid Communication Strategies for Efficiency
· Use bilingual mediators or cultural liaisons to help smooth misunderstandings in key negotiations.
· Encourage structured yet flexible meeting formats, where the UK’s efficiency-focus is balanced with Japan’s emphasis on relationship-building.
· Develop global business protocols, such as email templates that combine direct (UK) and indirect (Japan) communication styles.
Unilever and Shiseido can enhance collaboration, improve efficiency, and strengthen their global market presence by implementing these strategic adaptations, Businesses that embrace cultural intelligence will gain a competitive advantage, ensuring seamless international operations and long-term success.
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