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Introduction 
In a modern globalised economy, inter-cultural communicability is currently a key skill of international businesses. Companies like Unilever, which has more than 190 countries, also have a global workforce of about 125,000 employees and it thrives on cross cultural cooperation to help it in the area of innovation, international branding and being receptive to the market (Unilever, 2025). The cultural difference in the work environment affects how employees process information, negotiate meaning, and conflict management as workers are in Europe, Asia, Africa, and Latin America alliances. Literature indicates that communication breakdown within multicultural team might decrease the productivity by as much as 30 %, making it strategically very important to have general awareness of cross-cultural dynamics within global organisations.
This essay explores the following question: How do cultural differences impact conflict management and communication in the international teams at Unilever, and what strategies can the managers apply to get over them (Sahadevan and Sumangala, 2021). The thematic focus on the conflict management reveals that the analysis identifies the influence of cultural values, language practices, and norms of 
communication on such aspects of joint decision-making and problem-solving processes in the global operations of Unilever.
The essay will be made up of three parts. The first section is a literature review where the main theories of intercultural communication will be proposed Hofstede Cultural Dimensions, BELF, and the models of Samovar (Szkudlarek et al., 2020). The key analysis then uses the theories on Unilever and merges the business examples and operational data. Lastly, the conclusion makes a summary of the findings and gives a reflection on its implications to international managers.
[bookmark: _Toc215576468]Literature Review
According to the Smith, (2024), to comprehend cross-cultural communication and conflict management within international organisations, including Unilever, it is necessary to rely on a variety of effective theoretical models. In the opinion of Huang et al., (2022), the Cultural Dimensions Theory by Hofstede is still one of the most used models in understanding cultural differences. It suggests that national cultures differ across dimensions, which include Power Distance, Individualism Uncertainty Avoidance Collectivism, and High or Low Masculinity. These dimensions have an impact on individual communication, disagreement, and conflict ways. To give an example, an employee in a high power-distance culture like India or Indonesia, which are key markets in the Unilever portfolio, might not take risks to speak openly to authority, compared to the employees in a low power-distance culture like the Netherlands or the UK (traditional headquarters base of Unilever) (Deresky, 2017). These differences may cause tension within global teams that are dealing with marketing, supply chain and brand development.
The other important framework is Business English as a Lingua Franca (BELF) which denotes that the medium of working language used in most multinational firms is English. BELF is important in communication with the consideration that Unilever has a workforce of over 125,000 employees operating all over the world and with its daily operations being undertaken in over 190 countries (Nickerson, 2025). BELF focuses on clarity, mutual understandability and flexibility as opposed to strict compliance with native-speaker norms. This is especially true when it comes to the conflict resolution process when meaning, tone, and nuance is particularly prone to wrong interpretation across cultures.
The intercultural theory of communication developed by Samovar continues to elaborate on these concepts by making emphasis on how cultural values are used in verbal and non-verbal communication. It argues that cultures are either high-context or low-context: a high-context culture can use implicit messages and mutual understanding, whereas a low-context culture will use explicit and non-implied communication. Given that Unilever conducts business in high-context (Asia) and low-context (Europe) regions, cross-cultural communication conflict can occur, particularly when groups of people do business or need to decide on urgent matters (Virtual teamwork).
Another angle is brought out by the way Gimenez views intercultural business communication, as he focuses on discursiveness of workplaces, multilingualism, and co construction of meaning (Gimenez, 2023). Culturally divergent teams do not only communicate as an exchange of information because communication is a negotiation process which is influenced by power relations, competency in language and organisational structures (Marković-Savić and Bakić-Mirić, 2022). This affects conflict management in the sense that those with good lingual abilities or those in dominant cultures might end up dominating discussions without intending to influence decisions and outcomes (Gutiérrez, 2007).
The cultural competence capacity to become familiar with, respect, and to adjust to various cultural standards, the communication style or pattern of verbal and non-verbal behaviour, and a conflict style or a way that people want to handle disagreements they can be avoided or confrontational are the key concepts that are central in the three theories (da Fonseca and Berger, 2025). All those notions assist in understanding why communication issues develop in the organisations such as Unilever and why culturally informed solutions are needed to effectively resolve the conflict situations in the global teams.
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The position of Unilever as one of the largest fast-moving consumer goods (FMCG) companies in the world renders it a perfect case study on the influence of cultural differences on communication and conflict management. With operations in over 190 countries, Unilever earns more than €60 billion a year, which makes it dependent upon global teams operating in different continents to facilitate marketing chain, supply chain, and product delivery (Unilever, 2025). Emerging markets comprise a significant portion of the 58 % of its revenue and most of these markets vary greatly in their communication norms, observation of hierarchy, and conflict preferences. 
The framework proposed by Hofstede provides the basis of analyzing the core of numerous communication problems that exist in Unilever international teams (Jose, 2021). The managers of Unilever top management tend to consist of employees of low power distance cultures UK and Netherlands, and most of the working teams are in the high-power distance countries like India, Indonesia, and Nigeria. Statistics on the staff allocation reveals that almost 60 % of the employees of the Unilever Company are based in Asia, Africa, and Latin America, where subordination to power and indirect communication is more widespread (Koh and Maguire, 2009). This may create a scenario in which the local employees are reluctant to question or object to the instructions of the European managers despite any fears they may express regarding feasibility or suitability in the market.
Conflict patterns are also influenced by collectivism and individualism differences in the decision-making situations. European and North American workers might have more individualistic communication, emphasise personal responsibility, personal dispute, and personal feedback. In comparison, the workers of collectivist societies like China or Brazil might prefer peace and togetherness, without raised voices and without speaking negatively (Sorge, Niels Noorderhaven and Koen, 2023). To illustrate, in a global marketing session on the launch of a new beauty product, a Brazilian regional unit might choose to keep quite quiet on branding, which may fail to impress without expressing it in front of the Dutch or the British counterparts, who can openly tick off. Such language and culture differences may lead to underrated problems and conflicts that come later when the problem could have been handled before.
Using English as a corporate language, Unilever is therefore English as a Business Lingua franca (BELF) which contributes so much to the concept of communication outcomes. About three-quarters of the total population in Unilever is not an English speaker and thus, this increases the possibility that it can be misunderstood, particularly in a conflict discussion where a tone and nuance are important. During a performance review meeting, an example is when a European manager simply criticized the employee, he might hurt the feelings of an Asian employee who is used to indirect feedback. In the meantime, non-native speakers might have difficulty expressing an opposition and thus the silence can be taken as an acceptance (Saha, 2018).
The game of BELF can contribute to the imbalance of power in critical situations, like cross-regional negotiation or a crisis meeting. More English-speaking employees will talk more, influencing the decisions unwillingly. This supports the view of Gimenez that communication is co-constructed and modified using linguistic access. In the global brand development departments at Unilever, the employees who communicate with a positive confidence in the English language tend to become more influencing, whilst others, especially those who are native of the emerging markets, may be seen to retreat, even when they have a good idea to present. This leads to the wrong direction and possible disagreement, because the decisions can include the linguistic benefit instead of the pooled experience. An effective example in this case is a hypothetical though realistic Unilever case where a cross-continental project team is heading a new sustainable packaging project. This team includes representatives of UK, India, Kenya, and Brazil. At initial stages, the British team leader focuses on rigid schedules and direct reporting lines. The members of the Indian and Kenyan cultures that are characterized by a high power-distance and strong politeness norms do not dare to cast doubt on the deadlines (Fangni, 2025). The Brazilian participant, who prefers the relational style of communication, tries to introduce issues on casual basis, but the formal system of the meeting does not offer numerous opportunities to take part in informal discussions.
Some of the milestones have been missed by the middle of the project. Since the British leader thinks of the delays as inability to commit, and other people become so overwhelmed and cannot express their concerns. The verbal conflict leads to such extent that a senior manager steps into the scene to find out that poor communication norms and cultural differences were the cause rather than lack of competency. This reflects the real-life situations of various firms around the globe finding themselves in situations of having diverse teams which work under stress and lack culturally aware designs.
The size of Unilever and its cultural diversity necessitate the use of specific, theory-based approaches to streamline communication and conflict. Through the cultural dimensions developed by Hofstede, managers can formulate flexible models of conflict-management which involve integrating both the direct and indirect communication channels which include giving open feedback and anonymous comments, also making sure that every member of the team contributes (Przytuła Sylwia et al., 2023). The competence of BELF also needs to be reinforced, since most of the employees are non-native speakers of English; it will be necessary to use unambiguous language, no use of idioms, and a pause period before the next word to lower linguistic hierarchies and promote fair play. The introduction of culture brokers (professional assistants reading between the lines of coping with cultural differences) further helps to facilitate cross-functional teamwork and avoid premature misinterpretations. Although Unilever tends to be globally uniform in its standards, local communication has to be flexible and conflict-solving approaches should be based on the regional practices, be it an informal conversation, professional mediation, or an approach framework which takes into consideration the hierarchical level. Monitoring can support those: the surveys carried out internally at Unilever show that teams that have strong communication norms report that collaboration is up to 20 % more successful, and managers can see which areas require assistance. 
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This essay has demonstrated that cultural differences have a notable impact on communication and conflict management in the global operations of Unilever. Having a workforce that covers many countries, the difference in power distance, communication, and language competencies influence how employees raise the issue, comprehend feedback, and collaborate to solve a problem. It was based on theories like Hofstede dimensions and BELF, intercultural communication theory and as a result of the analysis it was shown that a lot of conflicts in the international groups of Unilever are not due to personal behavior, but rather due to some underlying cultural and linguistic happenings. The high cultural diversity in the emerging markets coupled with the fact that the company uses English as a corporate language only worsens the communication issue. Major observations point to relevance of culturally adaptive practices, such as enhancing communication structures to provide inclusiveness, the relevance of BELF-based language activities, culturally sensitive conflict management approaches, mediator/culture brokering, etc. Observation of team interactions based on data also helps to identify barriers to communication at an early stage. To international managers, these implications are obvious, good global leadership needs cultural knowledge, language sensitivity and the capacity of establishing psychologically safe cultures. Through the adoption of flexible, culturally sensitive communication approaches, managers would be able to boost cooperation, minimize conflict, and build on the performance of Unilever in an ever-Connected World.
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