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[bookmark: _Toc223516650]Background and Market Context
The UK exists in a liberal market economy, which is typified by shareholder-based governance, competition in the economy, and decentralised management (Hall and Soskice, 2001). The UK organisations are generally more direct, more managerial and performance-driven and indicate high individualism and comparatively low power distance (Hofstede, 2001; Hofstede, Hofstede and Minkov, 2010). The communication is usually low-contextual, in which the meaning is expressed directly by having completely structured form of verbal expression of meaning (Hall, 1976).
By contrast, Japan is a well-organized market economy influenced by long-term and stakeholder relations, institutional cooperative efforts and joint accountability (Hall and Soskice, 2001). The Japanese organisations focus on hierarchy, seniority and harmony (wa) where decisions are usually made under a consensus based approach like ringi (Nakane, 1970; Yoshimori, 1995). 
This essay looks at co-operation between Unilever, a multinational corporate headquartered in the UK, which is decentralised and argumentative in management and Shiseido, a top Japanese-based company that operates within the context of the consensus-based management culture. With increased globalisation of cross-border partnerships, communication style differences, hierarchy, and decision-making can become misunderstood in the cooperation that will impact the implementation of the project and its strategic alignment (Thomas and Peterson, 2017; Cavusgil, Knight and Riesenberger, 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc223516651]2. International Business Environment Context
Business and communication culture of the United Kingdom has developed in a liberal market economy which is affected by the global trade, industrial tradition, and Western management standards. The UK organisations tend to use a low-context style of communication where the meaning is mostly expressed explicitly and in a structured manner as opposed to implicit meaning that is expressed through the use of non-verbal means (Hall, 1976). The British organization places an emphasis on participative management, personal responsibility, and openness, as well as in line with high individualism and moderate power distance (Hofstede, Hofstede, and Minkov, 2010). 
Conversely, Japanese organisations are run on a high-context platform and in which a relational environment, nonverbal communication and shared understanding have high meaning (Hall, 1976). Organisationalbehaviour is based on principles like group harmony (wa), and respect of hierarchy, and long term relationship commitment (Nakane, 1970). Decisions are often made through consensus-based procedures such as the ringi in which decisions circulate through hierarchical levels until approved, which leads to collective responsibility and minimizes open conflict (Pfeffer, 1992; Hofstede, Hofstede and Minkov, 2010). 
Globalisation has also enhanced cross-border cooperations and organizations have been forced to deal with the disparity of hierarchy, decision-making, and communication expectations (Cavusgil, Knight and Riesenberger, 2020). By building intercultural competence and cultural intelligence, team performance will improve and decrease misunderstandings in the project conducted in a multinational project (Ang and Van Dyne, 2008). 
[bookmark: _Toc223516652]3. Application of Cultural Dimension Theories to Multinational Organisations
Unilever and Shiseido are multinational organisations that are exposed to diverse cultures and thus the application of cultural dimension theories is critical in explaining cross-cultural dynamics as well as enhancing the effectiveness of the managers. The framework by Hofstede, Hall, and Trompenaars offer a systematic understanding on how workplace behaviour, communication and leadership expectations are influenced by cultural values in global teams.
Since I am the Country Director of a joint project between our UK-based multinational corporation and a leading Japanese company, cross-cultural communication stands out as a key element in the achievement of the project objectives. The communication style between UK and Japanese teams may lead to misunderstanding between them, which influences team cohesiveness, effectiveness of leadership as well as project results. The use of the known cultural dimension theories will allow us to have a systematic approach to analyzing the differences and create a strategy to address them productively.
The cultural dimensions theory by Hofstede is specifically helpful in understanding the opposite values, which impact workplace behaviour in UK and Japanese teams. The UK generally portrays a low power distance and individualist culture, with the workers being open to airing their views and opposing ideas and communicating directly (Hofstede, 2001; Jones, 2005). Decision making is generally decentralised whereby, members of the team are free to take initiative and raise concerns. On the other hand, Japanese culture ranks high in terms of power distance and collectivism, focusing on respect of hierarchy, making decisions through consensus, and harmony of a group (Hofstede, 2001; Yoshimori, 1995). 
The high-context and the low-context theory of communication developed by Edward Hall also contributes to the possible misunderstanding. Japanese culture is high context and it is based on the use of implicit communication, non-verbal messages and understanding of the context (Hall, 1976). Silence, tone, and minor gestures carry an important meaning, especially in the hierarchic or delicate situations. The UK, conversely, is a low context culture used to open verbal communication, clarity, and transparency. When dealing with Unilever-Shiseido joint venture, Japanese teams could express the issues in unobtrusive ways or post-meeting conferences instead of direct meetings. 
The framework provided by Trompenaars gives more information on intercultural differences that influence communication. The UK team is also universalist oriented (focus on formal rules and achievement based on merit) and the Japanese team is the particularist (focus on the relation and situational assessment) oriented team (Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner, 1997). Equally, relative to Japan, we find that the achievement-based culture of the UK does appreciate results and individual input whereas the Japanese are more oriented to ascription-based status where authority and respect is granted based on seniority or experience. UK teams can be sequential and task-oriented in terms of time orientation, whereas Japanese teams tend to incorporate a synchronous view, with a bigger scope of relational and strategic implications.
Awareness of these cultural differences can enable leaders to take action that will minimize the barriers to communication and enhance cooperation. In the Unilever-Shiseido partnership, the managers in the UK can be trained to pick indirect indicators and give time to reach an agreement, and Japanese colleagues should be persuaded to communicate feedback in simple, written ways. The misunderstandings can be avoided with the help of structured communication protocols, cross-cultural training, and culturally adaptive project management approaches and help to make the UK-Japan collaboration more effective.
[bookmark: _Toc223516653]4. Critical Analysis of Communication Differences
Direct vs indirect are one of the most apparent communication distinctions between UK and Japanese staff members. UK communication is low contextual where emphasis is made on clarity, explicit communication and direct feedback (Hall, 1976). British managers are also known to be direct in terms of their expectation, issues are dealt with in a straightforward manner and argumentation is also a form of advancing conversation. This type of communication is in line with the Hofstede individualism and low uncertainty avoidance, which lacks ambiguity due to the clarity (Hofstede, 2001).
Japanese communication on the other hand is high context meaning that the meaning is often implied and hidden in the general assumptions of cultures (Hall, 1976). Japanese workers often communicate indirectly, none verbally or they remain silent in order to preserve harmony and respect in the relationships. Indicatively, a Japanese employee can not say no out rightly to an idea that a UK manager presented, as they are likely to create a conflict, so they can opt to use indirect methods or wait longer before responding. Unless the UK teams have the cultural understanding, they can end up interpreting these indirect responses as assent and not as cautious (Gudykunst, 2003).
The individualism-collectivism dimension of Hofstede brings out the most basic differences in the aspect of teamwork and expectations during relationships (Hofstede, 2001). Individualistic culture of the UK values individual success, individual discussion, and individual responsibility, which tends to support a variety of views and personal initiative. The employees of UK team feel free to voice opposition and bargain tasks without supervision. The Japanese culture is however greatly collectivistic, where the harmony and the consensus of the group over the personal opinions are given more weight (Triandis, 1995). 
Power distance is an expression of hierarchical, authority, and organisational attitudes (Hofstede, 2001). Britain is a fairly low power distance country and the managers and junior employees communicate according to an informal language and discuss issues openly. This liberalized communication makes young team members feel free to give their ideas.
Japanese has relatively high levels of power distance and in such a society, status impacts on who, when, and how. Authority to make decisions is more organized. Subordinates can openly respect senior leaders by preferring to talk to them indirectly since they need to respect them not to show their authority. The members of a cross cultural team may be direct in their confrontation of senior members of the Japanese team, as hierarchy could be interpreted as being flexible by the British. On the other hand, Japanese members can be seen to be less assertive or over cautious. 
Cultural variance is a difference in decision making that indicates the difference in speed and consensus. The UK teams tend to have an analytic and time conscious decision making processes, which focus on the rapid pace of the discussion and conclusion of its results. This is in line with the norms of individual responsibility and low uncertainty avoidance.
Japanese decision making puts a strong focus on consensus (nemawashi and ringi) - an informal consultation procedure prior to the official approval (Shimizu, 1995). Ringi entails sharing of proposals on input at every level of the hierarchy so that all the stakeholders views are taken into consideration before the central decision is formalised. This is a lengthy process which ensures increased organisational buy in and long term implementation success.
Cultural preferences also determine styles of conflict resolution and feedback. The UK teams like to use direct feedback where problems are expressed in an open, controversial and a solved manner. Such an aggressive approach is not aimed at insulting but instead at accelerating the process of identifying the problem and creating a solution.
Japanese culture also does not embrace direct conflict management, which is not confronted openly, because it is trying to maintain harmony (Leung and Cohen, 2011). Negative feedback can be provided on a one on one basis and with much focus being placed on the use of face saving words. The open conflict within any team is usually understated.
The concept of digital communication presents new challenges. Even email in itself eliminates non verbal communication that is important to a high context culture. Japanese team members can take short, straight forward messages sent by the UK team members as being rude or inconsiderate. Alternatively, the UK personnel might interpret the indirect wording of Japanese emails as being too evasive or vague.
[bookmark: _Toc223516654]5. Impact on International Collaboration and Global Strategy
The issue of communication difference can also have a great influence on collaborative innovation. Effective product development involves effective communication of ideas, quick feedback and common comprehension of market requirements. The UK-Japan teams can suffer without cultural adjustment:
Misaligned expectations about product features due to differing communication norms.
Delays in iterative testing cycles when consensus processes clash with speed priorities.
Friction in integrated marketing strategies when direct expression conflicts with relationally nuanced Japanese consumer insights.
If unaddressed, these patterns slow innovation and undermine competitive advantage in global markets.
Leaders in cross‑cultural teams must adopt adaptive leadership styles — integrating direct communication with sensitivity to implicit cues. Successful leaders blend transactional clarity with transformational cultural empathy. For example, British leaders may establish explicit meeting agendas while allowing space for Japanese team members to voice concerns after group reflection.
Cross‑cultural conflict competence becomes a strategic capability. Leaders who understand how power distance, communication style, and group dynamics intersect can build stronger trust across regions.
Effective strategies include:
Cross‑cultural training for all team members, emphasising expectations, norms, and communication patterns.
Hybrid communication protocols that combine direct discussion with structured follow‑ups allowing high‑context partners to reflect.
Facilitated consensus mechanisms (e.g., pre‑meeting consultations) that respect both speed and group alignment.
Translation of implicit cues by cultural liaisons who can interpret indirect feedback for low‑context colleagues.
Embedding these practices enhances transparency, reduces conflict, and strengthens collaborative performance.
[bookmark: _Toc223516655]6. Critical Evaluation of Cultural Theories
The theories of culture, such as Hofstede, Hall and Trompenaars, will always be useful as heuristic devices to comprehend general patterns. They also provide models that can be used to predict possible gaps in communication. 
One of the main criticisms on the application of the cultural dimension models is the overgeneralisation risk. Cultural scores are not always adhered to by people of a particular nation. In the diversity of nations (regional, generational, educational) may be introduced a substantial difference. The excessive use of cultural indices may be associated with stereotyping, and the reduction of the complex human behaviour into unchanging categories (McSweeney, 2002).
Although national culture can influence the general tendencies of communication, the organisational culture can affect day-to-day behaviour. Unilever, a UK based globalised company is presented with its own organisational norms such as open feedback, accountability and cross regional mobility, which might not be in terms with the British national culture. In MNE projects, the convergence of organisational cultures is achieved by a set of values, practices, and standards of internal communication. T
[bookmark: _Toc223516656]Conclusion
The deep cultural inclinations to the directness, individualism, hierarchy, and decision making styles become the barrier to communication in the UK and Japanese teams. These variations are manifested through direct vs indirect communication, conflict styles, online communication, and consensus strategies. Using the Hofstede cultural dimension, the context theory by Hall and the models by Trompenaars will serve to explain these trends though they also show shortcomings when used in a hasty manner. Cultural awareness is a necessity rather than an option in organisations such as Unilever and Shiseido that work together on product innovation to facilitate effective communication, leadership and success of global strategy. Leaders need to embrace adaptive strategies that are adaptive and firm but cultural sensitive without stereotyping and take advantage of cultural differences as strategic resources. 
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