Component 1: Coursework: Individual Essay


Bridging Cultural Differences: Enhancing Communication and Collaboration between UK and Japanese Teams in Multinational Partnerships
[image: ]
                                       

                                                             Student Name: Nedelcho Vichev
Student ID: 22294
Module: International Business Communication 
Module Number: LBCC6001
Lecturer: Dr Rexon Nting








Table of Contents
Introduction	3
Background of the Companies and Cultural Context	4
Communication Differences between UK and Japan	5
Application of Cultural Theories	7
Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions	7
High-context and Low-context Communication Theory	9
7 Dimensions of Culture	10
Implications for Effective Communication and Collaboration	12
1. Intercultural Training	12
2. Communication Practices and Adaptation	12
3. Creating a Collaborative Environment	12
4. Continuous Feedback and Adaptation	13
Conclusion	14
References	15












[bookmark: _Toc192776347]Introduction 
[bookmark: _Toc192776348]In today’s globalized business landscape, effective cross-cultural communication is vital for multinational partnerships. The UK’s low-context, individualistic culture contrasts with Japan’s high-context, collectivist approach, often leading to misunderstandings in corporate interactions (Hofstede, 1980; Hall, 1976).
This essay examines how Unilever and Toyota navigate these cultural differences in leadership, training, and operational efficiency. Using Hofstede’s cultural dimensions and Hall’s communication model, it explores strategies to enhance collaboration and minimize miscommunication in international business.
Background of the Companies and Cultural Context 
[bookmark: _Toc192776349]Unilever is a global leader in consumer goods, specializing in personal care, food, and household products. Established in 1929 through a Dutch-British merger, it is headquartered in the UK and the Netherlands, serving over 2 billion consumers in 190+ countries (Unilever, 2023). Committed to sustainability, Unilever integrates social responsibility into its operations.
Toyota, founded in 1937, is among the world’s largest car manufacturers. Headquartered in Toyota City, Japan, it revolutionized production with the Toyota Production System, prioritizing efficiency and quality (Mikami & Bird, 2022). Operating in 170+ countries, Toyota advances eco-friendly transport solutions (Fu et al., 2022).
To enhance partnerships, Unilever and Toyota must address cultural barriers through training and adapted communication strategies, fostering mutual understanding and business success (Leal Filho et al., 2024; Meyer, 2014).

Communication Differences between UK and Japan 
This has resulted in a clash of cultures since the UK uses a low-context communication style while the Japanese use a high-context communication style brought about by individualism and collectivism.
UK Communication Style: Direct, Low-Context, Individualistic Culture
The British communication style is rather blunt and straightforward, people express their thoughts and opinions in an easily understandable manner. This is due to its individualistic culture, which emphasizes liberty, free speech, and individualism (Morley, et. al., 2022). As a result of this structure, individuals are encouraged to express themselves directly and without discretion where necessary, making communications efficient and transaction-based. However, it can cause some offense in cultures that are collectivistic in nature, which are those cultures that prioritize harmony. While dealing with issues, conflict is not concealed or hidden because unlike some cultures that seek traditional or indirect ways of solving issues, the UK takes time to engage in direct communication to solve those issues (Horan, 2022).
Japan Communication Style: Indirect, High-Context, Collectivist Culture
While the UK is an individualist culture that is very direct and assertive in its communication, the Japan is the opposite, with high-context communication, where nonverbal cues and the level of formality is important. While in the UK words have a definitive message, language in Japan is often understated, and nonverbally in particular are often instructions, signals, and indicators. Japanese business culture, being based on collectivism, focuses on maintaining social order, decision-making based on group consensus as well as observing strict hierarchies. The conflict within roles is managed to maintain group cohesion: negative feedback is not given, and disagreements are not confrontational. That can cause vagueness, figurative language, which means that a listener has to guess a lot, which makes it different from the UK, where it is much clearer (Morse, et. al., 2022).
Potential for Misunderstandings in a Business Setting
These cultural differences in communication may cause misunderstandings between the UK and Japan. It might seem hectoring or even rude to the Japanese compared to the indirect approach that the UK is used to. British participants may consider the lack of vocal communication of Japanese counterparts as weak decisions while Japanese individuals may find UK’s direct approach as confrontational (O'Dowd, 2021). Also, UK employees may have challenges with Japan’s decision-making process where it is hierarchal while in the UK it is more of a flat structure where everyone gets a chance to participate. The UK team may perceive it as storing information unnecessarily and not sharing it openly while the Japanese team may consider the UK team members’ decisions as disruptive and going against the group’s collective decision-making process.
These communication differences can manifest in several ways, such as:
Communication and Decision-Making: UK employees might be used to making decisions on their own and faster than their Japanese counterparts who might take time to consult widely before coming to a conclusion.
Feedback: UK workers may be direct when providing feedback, which may be perceived as blunt to our Japanese colleagues who work best when criticized gently.
Cultural influence: British negotiators may seek prompt answers or an immediate agreement, whereas Japanese negotiators will be more likely to focus on the long-term partnership rather than the specific outcome.
[bookmark: _Toc192776350]Application of Cultural Theories 
Therefore, in order to better comprehend the differences in communication between the UK and Japan, one needs to apply the frameworks that explain how culture influences communication patterns. In this section, one can will explain Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions, the High-context and Low-context Communication Theory, and the 7 Dimensions of Culture to argue how these theories can be used to understand the communication barriers that UK-based Unilever and Japanese-based Toyota encountered in their partnership (Tambo, et. al., 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc192776351]Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions
Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions Theory offers the guidelines for studying cultural distinction between countries. In Hofstede’s framework, there are outlined a number of dimensions that make up culture and which defines how people communicate, solve problems and behave in different contexts (Hofstede, 1980).
1. Power Distance:
The overall power distance in the UK is quite small, so there isn’t a big divide between the upper management and the employees. The British business culture intends managers to be more approachable and friendly than their counterparts in other countries and take decisions along with subordinates. This is because communication within the UK is generally rather direct, and the power relations within organisations tend to be less hierarchical than in other countries.
In contrast, Japan is characterized by high power distance which means emphasis on obedience to authority figures and the elderly. Decision-making in Japanese organizations is basically centralized with line managers providing guidelines and the final decisions being made by the organizational executives who seek recommendations from subordinates. This structural pattern affects communication because subordinates cannot question the authorities and may conceal disagreement.
Example: If Unilever sources its team from the UK while Toyota sources its team from Japan, then Unilever’s team may expect more employee participation and proactivity as opposed to the Toyota team that may expect subordinates to be submissive and only respond when they are spoken to.
2. Individualism vs. Collectivism:
It was found that the UK is an individualistic culture, which means that its members adhere to beliefs such as the importance of self-identity, personal liberty, and rights. This applies to business practices in the sense of measuring and rewarding individual results, employee initiatives, and the freedom of speech in an organization. Risk taking and assertiveness regarding ideas and necessary actions are valued by society.
For instance, whereas the United Kingdom is an individualist culture that emphasizes independence, autonomy, liberty, and self-expression, Japan is a collectivist culture that values interdependence, cooperation, consensus, collectivism and intergroup obeisance. This can also be seen in Japanese business practices where few decisions are made individually and everyone is expected to work towards the common goal. This being the case, communication is more indirect and focused on maintaining compromise and avoiding conflict with the other person (Leal Filho, et. al., 2023).
Example: In the case of Unilever and Toyota joint venture, the British team might make decisions in a snap and on their own, while the Japanese team may spend time consulting with a lot of people before arriving at the final decision.
3. Uncertainty Avoidance:
Next, Japan has a high uncertainty avoidance index which suggests that people from Japan do not like situations where things are not well defined or where there is lot of room for manoeuvre. In business, this tendency is manifested in thorough preparation, avoidance of risks, and the desire for specific rules and well-developed contracts. There is always a formal way of communicating with superiors to ensure that there is no conflict of any sort (Jae Moon, et. al., 2021).
In contrast, the UK with a moderate score of this dimension is more accepting of uncertainty and vagueness. This is best demonstrated by the UK’s attitude towards time management, decision making, and information sharing. Another cultural difference may be seen in the manner how British teams manage uncertain situations; they may not necessarily over-prepare, and prioritize the ‘now’ time.
Toyota’s team may assume well-defined processes and planned goals in the collaboration, while Unilever may be more open to simply exploring, with an emphasis on the dynamics of the cooperation.

[bookmark: _Toc192776352] High-context and Low-context Communication Theory
The High-context and Low-context Communication Theory by Edward T. Hall explains the differences in communication between the United Kingdom and Japan in a more detailed manner. Hall distinguishes two types of culture: high-context and low-context, in which high-context cultures use much of the context, gestures, and references within the cultures to convey meaning, while low-context cultures utilize words and straightforward directions.
Nonverbal communication: The national culture of the United Kingdom is low context, which means that people directly state what they want to convey. Less use of body language and gestures, and more focus is put on the clarity of the words being said. In the British business environment, employees are required to express their ideas coherently, and the debates are typically rational and explicit (Fraccastoro, et. al., 2021).
Japan is a high-context culture, meaning that a significant portion of communication involves interpreting the message using contextual information. Nonverbal communication, particularly the absence of speech, body movements, and tone of voice, all play significant roles in the transmission of information (da Costa and Rose, 2024). Indirectness, context dependency, and other aspects of Japanese communication means that matters are often not communicated overtly and the listener has to infer the message based on the relationship between the sender and the receiver.
Example: The direct style of communication that Unilever uses may sometimes be interpreted as aggressive or rude by Toyota’s team, while the latter may expect the former to use such cues as tone of voice, gestures, and facial expressions to convey the same message. It may be accustomed to using nonverbal cues such as speaking little and using hand gestures in meetings, which might prove puzzling to the Unilever team should they not understand nonverbal cues well.

[bookmark: _Toc192776353]7 Dimensions of Culture
The book ‘Riding the Waves of Culture: Understanding the 7 Dimensions of Culture by Fons Trompenaars and Charles Hampden-Turner offer another approach to comparing the culture of the UK and Japan. These dimensions assist in understanding and facilitating differences in values, practice, and expressions among the peoples of diverse culture.
1. Universalism vs. Particularism:
The UK is a legalistic country, and everyone is treated legally in the same way, with no compromising for one or the other. That indicates that attention is paid to consistency and equal treatment of all parties involved, resulting in communication that is relatively clear and easily interpretable by different parties and adherent to regulated rules.
Japan is also a more ‘particularistic’ society, making what people can and cannot do heavily dependent on the circumstances and the relationship that exists between different people. It is important to recognize that rules are operationalized in relation to contexts and the social dynamics involved, in this case the business relationship between the two parties (Masuda, et. al., 2021).
For instance, while one partner, such as Unilever, believes that everyone should be black and white and get the job done, another partner, such as Toyota, may view flexibility as a priority; meaning that they do not need to do things in a rigid manner but can adapt depending on their respective affiliation or circumstances.

2. Achievement vs. Ascription:
The UK is predominantly an achievement oriented culture, which emphasizes status on the basis of merit and performance. Communication is not as group-oriented here, and more personal and focused on the demonstration of one’s abilities and achievements.
Japan has a strong culture of ascription where people earn certain status depending on factors such as age, organizational rank, and tenure. This may lead to the restriction of communication due to hierarchical structures which require subordinates to respect seniors.
[bookmark: _Toc192776354]Example: The British team at Unilever may believe that they deserve respect due to the expertise and performance in the partnership while the Japanese team at Toyota may respect the relationship they have built over time regardless of performance.
Implications for Effective Communication and Collaboration 
Due to cultural differences between UK and Japanese employees, communication is a vital factor determining the outcomes of international partnerships. In the case of the UK-based Unilever and the Japanese-based Toyota, effective communication can only be enhanced by having one party learn the cultural practices of the other. By participating in intercultural training strategies, improving interpersonal communication, and managing cultural differences, these teams could avoid communication breakdown and work effectively.
[bookmark: _Toc192776355]1. Intercultural Training
As intercultural training help to enhance the collaboration between UK and Japanese teams. This makes it easy for individuals to learn about the cultural and communication practices that their colleagues embrace. British professionals can learn about how Japanese organization culture is highly hierarchical and how the Japanese tend to be less direct when communicating their ideas while the Japanese employees can learn about how UK organization culture is more direct and individualistic. This training should also build cultural intelligence (CQ) by providing tangible resources such as role-plays in order to use culturally acquired knowledge in practice. In addition, intercultural training helps us to establish relationships pervaded by respect and understanding, and thus avoid possible misunderstandings during group discussions.
[bookmark: _Toc192776356]2. Communication Practices and Adaptation
Both UK and Japanese teams need to change to ensure proper communication occurs. People from Britain should remember that Japanese do not always express their opinion directly, so one should pause and look for body language signals that may indicate hesitation, confusion or anything else. This may mean that one can unsure or one can require extra time to think. On the same note, the Japanese team should be aware that the UK clients value clear and direct communication. For feedback and decision making, Japanese colleagues should step out of their comfort zone and justify their stand and also ensure UK team understands why they are taking that stand (Lu, et. al., 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc192776357]3. Creating a Collaborative Environment
If the decision-making is to be collaborative, then both the UK and Japanese teams must feel at ease to share information. Mitigating the conflict between the United Kingdom’s culture of individualism and Japan’s communal values is crucial. The UK team must discuss, make certain all members have a chance to, while the Japanese team may contribute silently by nodding or leading the group to consensus. Procedures like setting agendas, checking consensus after decisions, and summing up discussions will enhance collaboration. By implementing these measures, both Unilever and Toyota can achieve clear communication, everyone working towards the same goals, and reduced misunderstanding, which is great for team cohesion.
[bookmark: _Toc192776358]4. Continuous Feedback and Adaptation
Communication is not a onetime undertaking, and as such, both teams should cultivate the habit of offering and receiving feedback regularly. This feedback should be geared toward enhancing communication strategies and filling in communication gaps that may have led to miscommunication (Freiermuth and Huang, 2021). It’s essential to regularly check for understanding and follow up on previous communication sessions so that both teams will be adjusting their approaches ongoing as well as fostering long-term strong cross-communication.


[bookmark: _Toc192776359]Conclusion 
Focusing on the comparison between Unilever in the UK and Toyota in Japan, the cultural gaps in communication shall be highlighted. The interpersonal communication style of the UK is more realistic, brief and self-oriented while that of Japan is more intuitive, lengthy and other-oriented. These differences create discrepancies in communication or rather the UK prefers momentary expressions and direct language as compared to Japanese indirectness. These differences can be better understood through cultural theories such as Hofstede’s dimensions and the high-context/low-context communication theory. Recognition of these cultural differences is crucial for any interpersonal interaction at the international level. Intercultural training, acknowledging practices preferred by both the UK and the Japanese and continuing to seek feedback to improve collaboration between Unilever and Toyota are other recommendations.
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