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[bookmark: _heading=h.4jt779h5uzoy]Background / Introduction
Globalisation has greatly changed the nature of modern business and cross-cultural communication is now required as a key competence for multi-national companies. Today's globalised economy is not a single market, but one that spans many cultures and has a host of different communication styles, values, and expectations (Hoyer and Ybema, 2026). Therefore, language skills are not solely considered as a criterion of effective communication and comprehension of cultural implications, cultural norms, and cultural patterns of decision making. Misunderstandings in international business can often be due to cultural misalignment, which can lead to delays, conflicts, and substandard business performance in the organisations. There can be many causes for misunderstandings in international business, one of which is cultural misalignment which can cause delays, disagreements, and lack of efficiency in an organisation. As a result, it is essential for managers to negotiate across cultures and for the business to thrive in cross-border situations, so developing cultural knowledge has emerged as a key business skill.  International communication styles are juxtaposed into two different perspectives with British and Japanese communication styles. Overall, UK business culture tends to be low context, meaning that communication tends to be straightforward, direct, and clear, with an emphasis on getting to the point and being concise. British groups are more likely to take individual responsibility, to engage in open communication, and to have relatively quick decision-making procedures (Decker et al., 2025). Japanese business culture, on the other hand, is high-context which means that people tend to be more indirect, subtler, and more reliant on common knowledge and nonverbal signals in their communication. The emphasis on harmony, consensus and respect for hierarchy in Japanese organisations means that many decisions are made collectively as opposed to individually. Business communication can be affected markedly by these differences in the way people communicate.
Importantly, when an organisation from the UK and Japan work together they can cause problems in implementation, as there are often contrasts between the methods. For example, the direct communication style used in the UK might come across as too assertive or insensitive in Japanese business relations, which prioritises harmony and avoiding conflict. However, a lack of speed and decisiveness, or transparency, in decision-making may be viewed as inefficient by UK managers, since the Japanese are used to making decisions indirectly. Such miscommunications emphasise the importance of cultural differences in communication success, building trust and developing relationships in international collaborations. The two multinational organisations that this essay concentrates on are Unilever, a UK based company in the consumer goods industry and Toyota, a Japanese automotive firm. Unilever is active in many markets around the world and tends to use a more decentralised and quick decision-making process like is prevalent in the UK in business communication. Toyota, in contrast, is famous for its strict hierarchy and group decision-making, and is guaranteed to adopt traditional Japanese corporate principles, placing a heavy focus on ongoing improvement and consensus. Both are very successful worldwide organisations, but their communication systems are determined by their national cultures.
[bookmark: _heading=h.kri6yr6x2sh2]Main Body
Hofstede's cultural dimensions can be applied in an understanding of how national culture affects organisational behaviour in cross-cultural business communication. There are important inter-country differences in several dimensions that impact directly on the decision-making, hierarchy and interpersonal communication processes of both Unilever and Toyota in international business settings for UK and Japan (Iguchi et al., 2025). One of the most prominent differences is Power Distance. The organisational hierarchy in Japan is relatively high, which is reflected in the high power distance score. In Japan, the power distance score is higher, reflecting the acceptance and respect of organisational hierarchies. Decision-making tends to be centralised in high-ranking positions and subordinates are expected to be subservient to superiors in Toyota. Unilever is in an environment of relatively low power distance culture, where workers are allowed to voice their opinion and share their ideas with management. This disparity can sometimes cause conflict when working together in a joint operation as the UK manager might expect quicker bottom-up communication, whereas the Japanese manager might want to go through the formal process of seeking formal approval through a hierarchy.
Individually versus Collectively is another important aspect. The UK is quite individualistic and encourages staff members to be focused on individual achievement and initiative. But, in Japan, which is strongly collectivist, the opinion of the group is more important than individual opinion. Toyota often takes a consensus building approach to decision making, making sure everyone agrees prior to implementation (Rumman and Alqudah, 2025). This strategy is stable and risk reduction but may be seen as slow and inefficient in competitive global markets for Unilever. The Uncertainty Avoidance dimension is also very applicable. The attitude to structured processes, risk reduction and rules is very high in Japan. This is reflected in Toyota's attention to detail in planning and systems of continuous improvement. In contrast, the UK is less uncertain-avoiding and Unilever and other organisations are more likely to have a relatively low degree of uncertainty avoidance.
Finally, an important role is played by Long-Term Orientation. Japanese companies are more into long-term planning, sustainability and building relationships, while UK companies are more interested in achieving short to medium-term results and performance efficiency (Roedder, F. and Schmid, 2026). The difference might affect negotiation expectations, as Japanese partners stress long-term relationships instead of short-term results. In summary, these cultural aspects indicate that the differences between Unilever and Toyota are not superficial, but they are based on a national value system and this has a significant impact on communication and organisational behaviour.
Hall's High and Low Context theory also helps to explain the differences in communication between the UK and Japan, giving a more in-depth understanding as to why there can be cross-cultural misunderstandings during business communication between Unilever and Toyota (Baldwin et al., 2023). The United Kingdom is a low context culture, meaning communication is explicit and direct and words are used clearly. In such a setting the message is likely to be short and simple; meaning is likely to be embedded in the spoken or written word. This is in keeping with the business management culture of Unilever, which emphasises efficiency, clarity and quick decision making. The UK styles themselves as being very transparent and want problems solved straight forward with no confusion. Japan, on the other hand, is a high-context culture, meaning that communication is subtler, and relies on context, non-verbal cues, and mutual understanding. Of course, it's important to know what's not said in Toyota. Sometimes silence may be a reflection of or disagreement about, not acceptance. This indirect communication style is value-laden with regard to harmony and avoiding conflict.
The way people communicate differs from country to country and can impact decision making, feedback, meetings and reporting up/down the hierarchy. There is a significant difference in decision making processes between UK and Japanese organisations. The UK's largest companies, such as Unilever, prefer a more personal and low-key strategy, where staff are heard and decisions made quickly (Unilever, 2022). Japanese companies, by contrast, act as a team, based on agreement, with decisions sometimes having to go through several levels of management, so that it takes time to arrive at a coordinated result. Opinion and criticism are also different. Feedback in the UK is likely to be direct, clear and task-focused, and to aim to raise issues clearly and quickly. Japanese culture, however, is a culture that values harmony and is against criticism in public, giving more importance to subtle and indirect criticism which keeps group cohesion and maintains relationships (Langaas and Mujtaba, 2023). These styles can lead to misunderstandings, and result in problems of tension between employees from the UK and those from Japan, the former perceiving the latter's indirectness as vague or unclear, and the latter interpreting the UK's directness as confrontational.
There are also contrasts in the behaviours of the meetings. UK meetings are usually organised, short and focused on delivering outcomes that will move forward, and involve everyone in the meeting. Japanese meetings may be more extended with time for silent thinking and consideration, and there may be a need for a strong consensus and for minimising risk prior to voice (Hirose, 2022). Last but not least, hierarchy and respect in communication are key. In Japan they value respect for seniority and rank, and subordinates bow down to managers verbally and non-verbally. Employees in the UK organisations have flat structures and are encouraged to communicate freely with one another irrespective of their rank (Harrington, 2026). Awareness of and sensitivity to these differences is important to avoid misunderstandings, foster cooperation and establish trust when doing business with others from different cultures.
Importantly, such differences may result in significant misinterpretations. The Japanese may feel that the UK is being unintentionally rude or overly direct, while the UK manager may find that Japanese means not being specific enough or too indirect (Teece, 2025). This can be seen especially in negotiation situations, where the UK's preference for getting to the point is different from Japan's preference for building consensus over a longer period. Moreover, these communication styles impact on decision making processes. Slow responses from Japanese teams might be seen as a lack of efficiency by the UK team, but are actually rather indicative of a careful internal consultation process and alignment within hierarchical structures. Thus, Hall's theory shows that the interlocutors (Unilever and Toyota) are facing not only linguistic barriers but also cultural barriers that can only be overcome by adapting communication strategies for successful collaboration.
Failure to communicate effectively between UK and Japanese business partners can impact the business effectively on operational efficiency and trust. The other is that there are varying expectations on speed of decision making, with UK companies like Unilever needing quick decisions made, whereas Toyota takes a slow, consensus process (Mohammed, I.A. and Mandal, 2023). This is a mismatch which may result in frustration and delays in project implementation. Also, communication often misinterprets intentions if there is a difference in approach to the communication style. Japanese indirectness can be interpreted as lack of clarity or lack of commitment, whereas Direct UK communication can be interpreted as being aggressive. Misunderstandings can undermine trust and hinder the effectiveness of collaboration.
[bookmark: _heading=h.pz2il76he5i3]In addition, the Japanese hierarchical communication network might restrict information channels and delay feedback and approval. These issues can have a detrimental effect on the negotiation results, decrease efficiency and provide potential long term relational problems between organisations. Overcoming cultural barriers, an organisation should adopt cross-cultural training, use bilingual mediators, and promote adaptive communication styles. Trust, the lack of misunderstandings, and the effectiveness of the business collaboration between the UK and Japan can be boosted through the development of long term relationships and cultural awareness within teams. To work together with organisations from different countries, it is essential to be able to communicate across cultures effectively. Companies such as Unilever and Toyota can, with an awareness of decision making, feedback, meetings and hierarchy, minimise misunderstandings, create trust and increase efficiency. Building cultural intelligence will help to ensure smooth operations, better relationships and long-term success for businesses in global situations.
Conclusion
A comparison of business communication between the business organisations of the parent companies Unilever and Toyota in both countries, the UK and Japan, shows that the differences in culture do impact the behaviour of the organisations, decision making, interpersonal communication etc. The gap in these power differences, individualism, uncertainty avoidance, and long term orientation shows contrasting management styles between both countries on Hofstede's dimensions. Similarly, Hall's theory shows that if such low-context communication is not managed well in the UK, it can result in misunderstandings and inefficiencies; if the high-context communication in Japan is not managed well, it can also result in misunderstandings and inefficiencies. Most significantly, these differences point to the necessity of cultural flexibility in addition to strategic alignment for successful international collaboration. Thus, developing cultural intelligence, enhancing communication adaptability and embracing a structured approach to cross-cultural strategies are all crucial aspects of establishing trust, productivity, and long-term business success in cross-cultural relations.
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